
      Why Pinkie?


      

      
      
         “Finally! Everything’s perfect!” Twilight surveyed the table in front of her. Treats of all kinds, ice cream, cakes, and many more desserts were laid out. “Now we just need to…” Twilight searched for the biggest cake of them all, specially designed for Princess Celestia. She had worked hard following all of the instructions and making sure she didn’t mess anything up, so it was understandable that she was a bit nervous. 



This cake was called the Matriarch. An enormous seven-layer cake with frosting, pieces of candy decoration, an ice cream pool, and even a little eatable toy figurine at the top. It resembled the city of Canterlot, and the insides were made up of chocolate and vanilla.  



Twilight burst into the kitchen where her friends were cooking last minute desserts. “She’ll be here any second now. Is everypony ready?”



“Yup!” 



“Of course, darling.”



“Everything’s plum cherry over here.”



Twilight pushed open the door and stared at the cake. “Good, good. Now all we need to do is—” She paused and looked back at her friends. “One, two, three, four, where’s Pinkie?”

 

Her friends collectively shrugged. 



“Oh no…” Twilight turned back towards the cake and saw a pink blur rush toward it. She called out, “No, Pinkie! That’s for—” Twilight wasn’t fast enough. Before she could finish her sentence, Pinkie had opened her mouth so wide that it was big enough to eat the table. In one fell swoop, Pinkie had swallowed the entire cake whole and was licking her lips. 



“Yummy! That was delicious, Twilight!”



“Celestia…” Twilight trailed off.



Pinkie’s eyes gazed towards the other treats on the table. 



“Wait! Don’t!” 



Before Twilight could leap forward, Pinkie had swallowed every other dessert on the table, eating enough to satisfy dozens of other normal ponies. Her eyes glazed over and Pinkie yelled, “More!”



Twilight turned around and waved to her friends. “Pinkie’s here! Hide everything!”  But before they could, the pink blur zipped past Twilight and devoured all of the backup cakes that had been hiding in the back in case they needed extras. “Pinkie! Noooooo!”



After eating all the treats, Pinkie collapsed on the floor and rubbed her large belly before letting out a huge belch. “Buuuuurrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrp. Excuse me!”



Twilight waved her hooves frantically in the air. “Pinkie! Why did you eat everything? That was for the celebration! It was for…” She let her words drift in the air. “Celestia…” Twilight’s eyes darted towards the pony in question, who had walked through the door.



“There, there, Twilight. It’s okay. We can always make more.”



“Yes, princess.” Twilight bowed, as well as the rest of her friends. 



“But… we’re out of ingredients, Twilight.” Applejack spoke up. “Pinkie ate them all.”



Twilight’s eyes bulged as she looked towards Celestia again. Celestia simply smiled. 












“Weeeeeeeeeeee!” Pinkie bounced up and down, even higher than usual. “This is fun.”



Twilight shook her head. She looked around, but saw nothing but a grey, barren wasteland. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing, except for Twilight and Pinkie.



Pinkie giggled. “Twilight, I don’t think we’re in Equestria anymore.”



Twilight facehoofed.
      

      
   
      Inconvenient Helpers


      

      
      
         By the light of her lantern Daring Do squinted at the inscription. “Only the worthy shall pass.”



She shrugged. Why did those builders of old have to always make it easy by adding warnings before concealed traps? And this one was a classic, too; trapdoor over bottomless pit and invisible wire above at neck height. Just like in the Temple of the Dark Star, the Temple of Boiling Sands, the Temple of Infinite Motion — though she had to admit that last one had an interesting twist with it’s permanent gravity reversal spell.



She absentmindedly cut the wire and jumped over, taking care to avoid landing on the closest stone, the one that would crumble.



She looked back, smiling. That was the last one. Now to get that Golden Apple of Moj, whatever it was, and get out of the temple, and town, before any villains shows up.








Daring Do’s pacing made an angry staccato sound in her room at Dustvalle’s only hotel. What was the Manehattan Museum thinking, authorizing some random pony to organize a parade in honor of her discovery? And how did they even know where the temple was and when she would be exploring it?



She groaned. The party planner came with some lame excuse about detecting cheese, or sensing cheese; it made no sense anyway. And now if she left before the official, museum-sanctioned parade, she would be hearing about it from director Gleaming Glass until the next planetary conjunction. She wondered if she could get that party planner to, at least, make it a small parade.








Standing in front of Dustvalle’s bulletin board, Daring Do wanted to scream. She had hounded that Sandwich party planner until he agreed to not advertise the parade outside town, only to find out that he had hired to provide the fireworks some mare that called herself the Great and Powerful, and that she had already advertised the parade in all neighboring villages! “Come see Daring Do’s latest, most mysterious discovery! Enjoy the greatest fireworks show in Equestria!”



Daring Do’s temple was still sore from facehoofing. She might as well have sent invitations to Ahuizotl, Doctor Caballeron, and a number of her minor nemesis. Now she just had to guess which one would appear, because with her current luck, somepony, or someone, would certainly do.








Daring Do skipped around a corner just ahead of a tug, one of the Brine Cult, if she got his coat dye right. As she rebounded from a wall and landed on the thug’s head, she cursed under her breath. She had to ask who would show up; she had already seen tugs from the cults of Brine, Doom, Death, henchponies from Doctor Caballeron, and for fun even the mare ninjas from Lady Black Lotus.



She looked behind. The tugs must be fighting among themselves back in the main street, but it was only a matter of time before they decided to fight out after getting the Golden Apple. At least the artifact wasn’t magical, so it didn’t attract…








Ahuizotl was there, smiling and stroking his pussycat. This time he didn’t even waste time with monologues, he just sicced his hunting cats on Daring do.



Daring Do turned around with a groan, running back to the main street; if she could stop, she would facehoof. Again. How many times was it possible to jinx a single expedition, in a single day?



Daring Do floated above the cheetah’s pounce and rolled out of the way of the tiger. Perhaps she could lose her pursuers in the confusion that the main street would become; heh, fat chance.








Daring stood there, slack jawed, as that Cheese Sandwich guy rolled a giant wheel of cheese after a bunch of tugs. She took a step back to avoid being trampled by Lady Black Lotus, all of Ahuizotl’s cats pursuing her hair, which had been turned into a bed of catnip by that Great and Powerful Trixie. All the other enemies had already fled from the craziness.



Perhaps things were getting better.








Daring Do wanted to scream. Or to facehoof. Or both.



Her enemies had been chased away, but now that everypony knew that she was transporting an invaluable — and magical — artifact, no train, airship, boat, or chariot would take her; she would have to cross Equestria, nearly coast to coast, on her own. And those Trixie and Sandwich fellows insisted in coming along.



It would be a long trip home.
      

      
   
      Oceans I


      

      
      
         The oceans bent, rose and fell to her will every day—emotionless, barren, and worst of all, mute. But it was not always so.







At one point in her life, there was another. Countless years of isolation gave way to the best thousand years of her immortal life. The Night had come, in banishment, to tell her all sorts of things about her life. Life—life was what she craved. There wasn’t much life where she was, just distant stars, space debris and an endless vacuum of nothingness.



She wasn’t ever able to reply or sympathize to all of the stories the Night had told her—stories about the Sun, remorse, morality, a figure named “Nightmare Moon”—but for some inexplicable reason, they understood each other. She had had no idea that someone so foreign, so different from her, could have so much in common with her.



She looks down, and the Night is staring back at her many miles away with tearful eyes. The Night wishes she could say something to her, but whether she was actually able to hear her stories during all of those countless years of banishment was unknown. She likes to believe that the moon understood them all, but there was never even so much as a gesture that this was true. Even if she could understand, even if she was alive, the distance between the two was too great to make conversation.



The Night looks down at the sand beneath her feet, tiny grains not unlike the specks of ponies that the moon sees every day. The Night picks one out in particular—with great effort, the grain being so small—and smiles for a moment. It gives off a sense of familiarity... a sense of warmth. A wave trickles up the beach and reaches the princess, forming cold walls around her hooves and taking the grain of sand away. Just like that, the familiarity and the warmth are gone.



The Night looks up at the moon, and for a moment, the grain of sand suddenly becomes the Night, and the Night becomes the moon. For the thousandth time, the moon thinks about the thousand years, and cries—but she is not heard. She has heard others, but others have never heard her.



Perhaps it’s better like this, the Night thinks. Whether it’s for better or for worse, the silence remains.



The Night takes in a deep breath and closes her eyes, breaking contact with the moon. She turns, shakes her wet hooves and moves away from the ocean. “I miss you," she says, even though she knew full well that nothing needed to be said. Just being there was enough for the moon.







It was a long way to Canterlot from the ocean, and for the Night, it was a million times longer from her home.
      

      
   
      A Blackout in Ponyville


      

      
      
         [Author's Note: If you've not read Pinkie's Micro Series comic, you won't get this story.]



It wasn't like Blackout enjoyed going to Equestria. The denizens of this particular organic world were fond of emitting high-frequency sounds that grated against his audio ports, and always did so when in his presence. Not to mention, they were extremely easy to smash, as he had found out the first time he came here. Cleaning that had been unpleasant. Plus their buildings seemed to be made of perilously-stacked sheets of paper, so he had to dampen his seismic energy dischargers while walking. And they didn't have helicopters here, or any machines at all, so his alt mode did nothing to hide his identity.



So it was that he, a fifteen-story-tall grey robot covered in cannons, blades and turbines, found himself tromping as quietly as he possibly could down the streets of Ponyville, calling a single name over the screaming of the pony crowds below.



"Pinkie!"



He had a good reason for enduring this ridiculousness. His most recent assault had pitched him against more Omega Sentinels than he had anticipated. And while he could stomp them into slag with his bare servos, fighting them more than one-on-one was a risky business. He had at least been able to disable one before beating an ignominious retreat, his honor smarting, but he had also taken a fairly major hit by the end of the battle. Some of his cannons were considerably less than functional for it.



Luckily, he knew of the one place in the universe where good cannons could be found. It was insidious, really, the most unlikely planet for power weapons of destruction to be found. Yet find them he would, if only that blasted pastel organic would show herself.



"Pinkie Pie!"



"Hiya!"



Ah, there she was, tiny, squishable, and insufferably pink. And he, the bot by whose might alone the Decepticon Brute Squad existed, knelt and extended a servo to her with unparalleled delicateness.



"Blacky, it's good to see you!" she squeaked, bumping the end of his digit with her own. Then she cocked her head to the side and said, "You don't look so good."



"I have endured worse," he rumbled. "I require replacement weapons."



"Boy are you in luck then!" Pinkie said, hopping in place. "They just released the Z&R 5002! I got one already and let me tell you, it is tops! I can shoot pies halfway to Canterlot from here!"



"I am pleased to hear that."



Blackout had learned long ago that idle pleasantries pacified the organics of this planet. It was just one of many concessions he had to make, pushing back against his Decepticon programming, and the rewards were always well worth it. Megatron would never have understood.



"I will need three of them."



"If you don't mind paying a teensy-weensy bit extra, I can get ya four at a discount!"



"Hmm. If these cannons are as superb as you suggest, perhaps that would be equable. Will payment be handled the usual way?"



"I'll bill ya." She winked and moved off. "Seeya later, Blacky! Enjoy yourself!"



"Certainly."



With a sigh, he turned back the way he had come. His T-cog activated, condensing his bulk into the streamlined form of his alt mode. His rotors whirred and he lifted off, scanning the ground below him. To the north was a large patch of green sward with a large stylized H painted on it. A sign beside the clearing read "Free helicopter rides!"



He sighed once more. The peace here was a thing unsurpassed. It was unassailable, a far cry from fighting Autobots in the asteroid mines of the outer reaches. And somewhere, deep inside his armor plating and wartime programming, he needed these respites. At least Megatron had never asked where he went off to.
      

      
   
      The Sun Birds


      

      
      
         "Must thou?" she asks, just as she did on my very first trip.



"You," I correct gently. "And yes, I must." I curl my neck to hers. "You'll be fine, Lu. I'll still be raising the sun. The nobles won't trouble you."



"I… will not stop thee, but…" she trails off, and I shake my head sadly. A mere three months after her return, it hurts me to leave her side even for a moment—but I have an old, unspoken promise to keep.



I step out onto the balcony, my regalia cast away, naked save a small pouch around my neck. "Chirrup," Philomena says, ruffling her sleek new wings impatiently.







"Squawk!" Philomena shrieked, wings buffeting my face. "Squawk chirp SQUAWK! Chirrup chirp CHIRP squawk SQUAWK!"



I held my ground despite the pain; even if I'd had the energy to scramble backward, the ocean I'd spent four days flying over was lapping at my hindquarters.



To my relief, her outburst ebbed and she backed away, hopping from side to side.



"Well, if you're not coming home, then—" I paused for breath— "I'm just gonna hafta keep following you."



"Squawk," she said crossly.



I summoned the last of my energy for a stubborn pout.



She looked around the tiny island. "Squawk," she said, and with a flurry of wings, vanished into the underbrush.



I didn't move. I sensed that she wasn't fleeing, and my eyes were so heavy.



As the sun's first rays stirred me to consciousness, she returned with a pebble in her beak, about as big as the one she had carried all the way from the Everfree.



"Chirp." She dropped it near my mouth, picked up her own rock, and took to the skies.







Since my first visit fifteen centuries ago, Moleysia has thrived. Today, Kota Burrow is tens of thousands of mounds sprawling inward from the sea; I never would have recognized it had I not watched its growth firsthoof. 



One thing hasn't changed: Many furlongs from the mountain's base, the habitations still halt abruptly.



We land atop Najib Zarock's home. The Prime Minister greets me with a familiar embrace and Philomena with a deep bow; this is a state visit of an entirely different kind.



He cradles a pebble in his oversized claws. "The Children of the Earth honor your fertile blessings, Daughter of the Sun."



"Squawk," Philomena says gently, bumping her beak to his thumb.







"The… burung matahari," the old mole said, his few words of Earth Pony failing him.



"Huh?"



He frowned. "Burung—" he comically flapped his arms— "matahari." He pointed, head bowed, and I followed the line of his claw toward the sun I so loved.



"Ah! Sun-birds. You're saying the gunung banyak batu-batu is home to them?" I had lost Philomena in a storm over the Undine Ocean, but I could tell I was on the cusp of finding her again.



He squinted. "Home? No. Suci."



"Huh?" I repeated.



He held a palm out. "Suci. Place… is them, is not-us. Fly you… no more far, gadis kuda."



On a hunch, I lit my horn and carefully de-knotted the clump of pink mane in which I'd secured the pebble. I held it out. His eyes widened.



"Gadis kuda matahari," I said, trusting my instincts. 



"Gadis matahari," he whispered, dropping to his knees.



"Where's the gunung banyak batu-batu?" I asked, and he pointed.







Has it grown since I came here last? It used to be so much easier to tell.



Philomena lands to a chorus of melodic chirps, and the spreading and settling of thousands of bright red wings. She hops to the apex of the peak, lowers her head, and releases her pebble. It rolls and skitters to a stop, the mountain thicker but no taller.



The pebble I carried up for Zarock likewise rolls away. 



Most will.







I had never seen so many phoenixes in one place. And every single one was staring at me.



A lone "Squawk" broke the silence. A beak tugged at my fetlock. At Philomena's urging, I stumbled toward the peak, muscles rigid.



Then I glanced down at the billions upon billions of pebbles underhoof, and I knew what to do.







I lower my pebble down to the tip. It does not roll.



There is an explosion of motion, a tumult of trills. Flames light and whirl through the air. The flock will fly in celebration until the next dawn.



I can't help but smile too. Today, their mountain is closer to home.
      

      
   
      Oceans II


      

      
      
         Two sides of an ocean have only one thing in common: water.



I wonder... I wonder what lies on the other side of this ocean. Whoever is over there, what could be thinking? Are they happy thoughts, are they thoughts of sadness?



Perhaps I’ll know once I meet them—that is, if anyone else is there. Anywhere is better than here, though. If I travel at a fast enough speed across this body of water, then maybe I can catch them before they leave for the night. Whether or not I can jump it that quickly is the question.



I hear something behind me. Could it be the night watch? Probably. It’s not like this is the first time I broke the curfew, and I’m sure they’ll give me more than a citation this time. If I wasn’t born an earth pony, I could probably get away from this... this living nightmare.



No, it isn’t them. Just a friendly seagull patrolling the beach. I can hear the night watch in the distance, but I’ve got enough time to prepare myself for this.



I wonder if they have freedom on the other side. I remember seeing a beautiful patch of grass as a young colt with an even more beautiful flower in the center. Once the regime began, someone had stomped on it. Hard. Not a day had passed when I walked back outside and saw that the flower was dead, and the patch of grass had turned a light shade of brown.



From that moment onwards, I hadn’t seen much grass in my life.



But now, on this glorious day, I’ll finally be able to get away from all of this, to a place where the grass will surely be green, where the ponies are free, where I can live without fear for my well-being. It’s time to jump across the ocean.



It’s not too far, really. If I squint, I can see something way in the distance. Something like... land. The night watch won’t stand a chance over there. There’s probably a way around, but they’d surely catch me before I could make it... if I don’t die of thirst or hunger before then.



Oh, I hear something again. A lizard? Nope, definitely not a lizard. Much too loud to be a lizard—and there’s a voice. A familiar voice. That voice.



Drat, it’s the night watch. Let’s see the looks on their faces when I fly right over them and far away!



Sigh.



I know full well that I can’t jump this ocean. I know full well that there’s nothing in the distance. But as long as my heart disregards what my brain has to say, I’ll be just fine. I need to get home... my home across the sea. It's a long way home from here.



Well, here goes nothing.
      

      
   
      Mud


      

      
      
         Leaves tumbled across the path, swirling about in little tornadoes and then dispersing into the surrounding woods as Rarity cantered down the road, a heavy load of moonsilk and the finest fire satin money could buy poking out of saddlebags slung across her back. She was lost in thought, not even paying attention to the road she’d travelled countless times before. 



Right, okay, that’s those two dresses taken care of. Well, for the most part, anyway. The moonsilk will make a nice base for her dress, but I should think that a dappling of stardew might bring out her true beauty a bit more. She nodded, satisfied. Her hooves moved without any input from her, and she found herself staring at the ground as she continued through the narrow forest path. 



It’s a shame the fire satin wasn’t ready earlier. I should’ve liked to have started her dress a bit earlier, but the rain was a bit of a problem, or so they said. I should really ask them how they make such fine fabric from fire. It’s wonder the thing doesn’t come out a charred mess. Rarity chuckled a bit to herself. Those salamanders are something else.



“Oh!” she said aloud as a thought struck her. She paused for a moment, her eyes alight with the embers of an idea. Nodding, she said, “Yes, yes, I think that should work quite nicely.”



Grinning smugly, Rarity started trotting down the path once again. It was a bit out of the way, sure, but it was worth it to her to come all the way to the western reaches in order to get this material. After all, it wasn’t everyday she had the chance to make dresses for royalty, or really anything for that matter. 



Now then, as for the other dress, what would go nicely with it? I had planned on stitching in some lovely little patterns, but if the one dress is getting stardew, perhaps a bit of morninglight would be in order for the other? She bit her lip, contemplating her options. Well, I suppose little bit of morninglight won’t hurt at any rate. And, should worst come to worst, I can always take it back off again. Though, removing morninglight is always a bit of an ordeal in itself. She shrugged. All in the name of fashion, I suppose. It wouldn’t do to have—



She stopped mid-thought as she felt her hoof sink into something cold and sticky. Snapping out of her thoughts, she glanced down and saw her normally well-maintained hoof was now covered in a thick brown goop. She had to resist the urge to flick the mud off for fear of damaging the material on her back. Looking up, she saw that the rest of the path was a muddy mess for as far as she could tell. 



Rarity put her hoof back down slowly, letting out a sigh. After waiting a moment, she said, “Well, I suppose it’ll have to be the long way around this time.” She turned around, groaning a bit inwardly. “I do so hate having to pass through deer territory.” She shuddered a bit. “So uncouth.” 
      

      
   
      Keeping a Beat


      

      
      
         The flashing lights; the crowd’s torrential applause; the ground-shaking sounds emanating from the amplifiers. Shows like those, concerts where the crowd and the band were as one living storm, thundering over the stadiums and the fields, happened once in a lifetime.



Peat Best looked out at another smoky, empty bar. This was but one in a string of gigs to which nopony but the band had showed up. At others they had named the weather or some other uncontrollable occurrence the culprit, but today they had no such excuses: the sky outside was barren, save for the pegasi that passed infrequently overhead.



Not a single ticket sold—it was a tragedy that this group was all too familiar with. The only ponies in the bar were either on the clock or trying in vain to drown their regret-filled pasts.



They played their set nonetheless. Disappointment was obvious in their behavior. The singer leaned lazily on her microphone stand, the bassist was checking his phone between songs, and the guitarist spent what little money he had on whatever swill he could afford.



Peat, the drummer of the quartet, was lost in thought. He no longer needed to use his mind to play the slow, repetitive blues song they were trudging through. His thoughts drifted between whose turn it was to load their gear onto the train and whether he had enough money for food that night.



Their set concluded quickly enough, and they began the process of packing away their meager equipment. The singer grasped her cable in her mouth and, wrapping it into a coil, placed it with her microphone in a bag offstage. The bassist and guitarist cased their instruments lovingly and tossed them into the taxicab that was waiting to take the group to the station. By the time the others were ready to go, Peat had only just begun loading his drum shells into their cases.



Once he had his tools packed away, he too put his cargo in the cab. He shut the door, and they made their way to the station.








Peat looked to his copy of the line schedule and saw that they were to pass through his hometown. He had been traveling for many years, but hadn't seen it since long before the gray hairs in his mane had taken root.



Thoughts of his adolescence came rushing back to him: many a schoolyard crush—many more scrapes and bruises—his foalhood home...



As he boarded the train and took his seat, his muzzle crept into a wistful smile. Thoughts of his mother and sisters smiling and well. Thoughts of his first drum kit, and the awful noise he had made with it. But the small grin was short-lived.



As he looked back on his past he was forced to remember his father. A drunkard.  A liar. The stallion who had taken the smiles from his sisters' faces, forced him to leave home, and reduced his mother to a name on a headstone.



The train started moving. Street lamps passed by more and more quickly as the train picked up speed; he counted them to kill time until he could no longer keep track. Eventually he saw the sign: Welcome to Mustang City.



It was a place he had once lived, but now it was a place he couldn't possibly get far enough away from. It had been a long time since he had called it home.
      

      
   
      The Joy is in the Journey... Isn't It?


      

      
      
         Trixie crested a hill, digging her hooves into the dirt until she was standing up straight. The wind played with her mane, tossing it around and in her face, which was annoying, but she ignored it. She grinned, breathing in the crisp valley air—laden with the scent of fresh pine needles,  newly-harvested grain, and just a hint of wood smoke from the town—through her nostrils and then letting it out slowly. “It’s good to be back,” she said with a contented sigh. 



She lingered on the hill for a moment, the sun hanging high overhead and the clouds drifting lazily by. There it was, just at the edge of the horizon—her home. After months of travelling, and months of wandering, and at least one month of begging for for food on the street, followed by a month of unsuccessfully mugging passing ponies for their coin purses she was finally home. 



Trixie tipped her hat forward and began heading down the other side of the hill. When she reached the bottom, she glanced ahead at the town. “Huh,” she said, “I don’t remember it looking like that. Though, I suppose it has been awhile.” A grin came over her face as she adjusted the brooch holding her cape together. “No matter, the ponies of Hoofington surely haven’t changed.” 



With a bit of a spring in her step now, Trixie continued on the road into Hoofington, relishing the feel of the dirt beneath her hooves, and the sound of the wind whistling through the grass. Having spent the last few months crossing dry deserts and vast oceans, there was a certain peace to be had simply walking down dirt path. She had fought all manner of creatures, from dragons and giant sandworms to lawyers and intellectual property suits, and now she was taking a well-deserved break. 



However, as she closed the distance between herself and the town, a nagging feeling nagged at the back of her head. Something felt… off, but she wasn’t sure what it was. It could’ve been the way the wind was blowing, or that she hadn’t bathed in six weeks, but either way she couldn’t shake the feeling. 



Finally, as she came to the outskirts of the town and saw farmers busy tilling their fields while children ran around laughing and playing, it hit Trixie. She stopped a little unicorn foal as she passed by her. 



“You there, peasant child. Tell me, what town is this?” she asked, pointing to the gates of the town in front of her.



The filly cocked her head to the side. “You mean Lemonwood?”



“Lemon—Wait, is this not Hoofington?” 



“Hoofington?” repeated the filly, frowning. Suddenly, her eyes lit up. “Oooooooh, I’ve heard of that place. Mommy says it’s waaaaaaaaaaaaaay over there,” she said, pointing her hoof back down the road Trixie had come from. 



Trixie turned around slowly, looking back up the path she’d just spent months traversing. The wind, before so gentle, now simply felt annoying as it blew her mane all around. Trixie pursed her lips, closing her eyes. After a moment, she stamped her hoof and shouted, “Son of a—”
      

      
   
      Berry's Secret Shame


      

      
      
         “Ah!” Berry Punch gasped as the box slipped and crashed into the ground. The box was marked “fragile” and sounded like breaking glass. The top of the package dented inwards. “No, no, no!” Berry Punch cradled the box in her hooves, but the damage was done. She felt a hoof touch her shoulder.



“Don’t worry about it. Mistakes happen,” said Sunshine. 



“But, but! Cobalt Shores told me if I screwed up again, he’d…” Berry let her words hang in the air. 



Sunshine smiled. “I’ll take care of it.” 



Berry Punch hung her head as she walked away. She looked back to see Sunshine sweeping the contents of the box into a trash can and writing on a clipboard.



Berry sighed as she ran her punch card through the machine. Almost made it through the day without any mistakes. Almost. They were definitely going to take this out of her paycheck. If they took any more out, she’d have to start relying on noodles for sustenance. 



Always messing up. Pathetic. Useless. She shook her head, trying to calm her inner voices.

Why bother beating herself up? The damage had already been done. Still, she couldn’t help the uneasy feeling in her throat.



“Hey, Berry Punch!” called a voice. Berry looked up and saw a familiar cream-colored pony with a blue and pink mane waving from the distance. It was Bon Bon. She trotted over and smiled. “Haven’t seen you in forever! How have you been?”



Berry shrugged. “Fine.”



“Are you sure?” Bon Bon raised an eyebrow. 



Loser. Failure. Never good enough.



Berry Punch avoided eye contact. “Yea, yea. Just… tired, that’s all.”



Bon Bon looked at her for a moment, her lip turning downwards. But it only lasted a split second and she continued on a rant about Lyra’s shenanigans. 



“You wouldn’t believe it, but she actually tried to make a flying machine.” Bon Bon waved her hooves. “She jumped off the roof just like that, and ended up breaking three of her bones.” Bon Bon shook her head. “Honestly, sometimes I don’t know what’s going through that head of hers.”



“Ah.” Berry tried to pay attention as Bon Bon rambled on, but she wasn’t feeling it today. She nodded at what she thought was the appropriate intervals, but her mind focused elsewhere. 



When she was a young foal, she wanted to become a nurse. But after failing several classes repeatedly, she wasn’t eligible anymore. She tried to work at the post office, but she kept losing the packages. She also tried to be a gardener, but every plant she tried to grow ended up dying. Janitor, window washer, lifeguard, so many different jobs, fired from all of them. By this point, she had already been through twenty different ones. She couldn’t afford to get fired again. 



She looked over and realized that Bon Bon was still going on, mouth gabbing away. Berry raised a hoof. “Sorry to interrupt but…”



“Yes?”



“I’m not feeling so well. I’ll talk with you later, okay?”



“Sure!” Bon Bon reached over to hug Berry. After a goodbye wave, Bon Bon went on her way. 



Berry sighed and shuffled back towards home. As she did, voices floated through her brain.



“You’ll never make anything of yourself.”



“You’ll always be a loser.”



“Why bother? You’ll only screw up anyway.”



She tried to ignore the voices, and she trotted a little faster.



“Can’t do nothing right.”



“Always a burden. Nopony wants you.”



“Why are you so useless?”



She wasn’t sure if those were somepony else’s voices or her own, but she clasped her hooves over her ears. “Shut up! Shut up!” she screamed at the air, her trot becoming a gallop. She noticed other ponies looking at her as she ran by, but she didn’t care.



Finally, she made it back home and flung herself onto her bed. The voices had congealed into a buzz. She placed the pillow over her head, but it didn’t help. After several minutes, she proclaimed, “I get it! I’m a loser! I suck. Now shut up!” 



The voices didn’t stop, instead growing louder inside her head. “Argh!” Berry shouted, throwing her pillow against the wall. “Fine!” She hopped out of bed and stomped towards the kitchen. Only one thing could silence the voices in her head. She hated it, but it was the only way. 



She turned the bottle over in her hooves, took a deep breath, and drank. 



The voices gradually faded, then disappeared. For now.



“Ahhh,” Berry sighed in relief.
      

      
   
      Notebook


      

      
      
         Spike raced towards Twilight’s new bedroom, claws fighting for purchase in the hardwood. He was yelling before he even cleared the stairs. “Twilight, come fast! Everypony is waiting to hear how you defeated Nightmare — I mean, rescued Princess Luna!”



“Twilight?” Spike stopped and tiptoed the rest of the way. As soon as he crested the stairs he found why his tutor and best friend didn’t answer; it was that old notebook, the one with her cutie mark on the cover.



His face mellowed. “Fine. I will hold them for a while. But you better show up, they are waiting for you.”








From her bed, Twilight stole a glance at the retreating little dragon, silently thanking him, and went back to the notebook in her hooves. Repeating her old ritual, she turned the first page by hoof; going back was too personal for even magic.



She looked lovingly at the clumsy drawing of her parents giving a book — this notebook — to her. She giggled; They thought it would keep her from drawing on the walls, but she treasured her little book more than the walls.



She slowly turned another page; her first “official” ABC, drawn by mouth yet. She lovingly ran a hoof over the flawed “W,” remembering how she nearly cried over it, until her father told her that it’s the little flaws that make us unique; she still wibble a bit when writing it.



The next pages mix in a blur. There was a drawing of her old home, with Canterlot Mountain and two swirly clouds behind. Above it all, smiling, the best drawing she could make of Princess Celestia. The following pages had her little discoveries, first written with her mouth and later with magic; all the things she found about magic, with a few stains from when she thought she wouldn’t pass the entry test to Celestia’s School. Whenever her tears fell, it was not to those pages, with her prized knowledge, that she turned to, but to her early drawings; the trust and pride of her parents, and her faith in Celestia, always gave her the strength to continue.



Then came the school. Twilight would always be proud to have studied in Celestia’s school, but she couldn’t help noticing that she wrote almost nothing good about it on her notebook. She should have been happy, but… the only pages about the school had her fears, her disappointments; the happy pages were all about her BBBFF, her parents, or Spike. She had turned to her notebook as if it was her closest friend, to console her when she was lost; she now could see that, perhaps, what she had written should have been shared with real ponies. Or a real dragon.



She turned another page, into unfamiliar territory. It was the first time she looked at this page, the one she had nearly ripped off, after fixing it the best she could. When she fixed the page, it was done in defiance: when she was sent to Ponyville Twilight thought Celestia had forsaken her, telling her that all her previous training was not important; she was intent on proving Celestia wrong. But now, in hindsight, she would remember it as finding that, no matter how important knowledge was, there were other things more important; Twilight had been wrong, and she couldn’t be happier about it.



Twilight turned the last page; it was still blank. In her anger she had considered writing into it the proof that Celestia had been wrong; proving that she had bested the best pony in Equestria, she had thought, would have made for the most important page of her most important book.



She breathed deeply, and took something from her saddlebags; it was time to complete the notebook. No magic; she had started the book without it, and would end also without it.



Affixing it to the last page as well as she could, she considered this latest day of her life. She had thought she might be leaving behind the home she had in Celestia’s school, among magic, books, classes and assignments; but that was no home. Perhaps her home was always meant to be here, embracing the friendship she had shunned in the past.



She looked again at their smiling faces, in the photo that was now a part of her little notebook. As she gently closed it, Twilight mused that she had been right about one thing; that last page was certainly the most important.
      

      
   
      An Equestrian Guar


      

      
      
         An Equestrian Guar!

So exotic; so far from home!

Speak, Guar! Why did you roam?

Why did you chance the foam and roil

Of endless seas; the toil

Of unfamiliar soil and air,

What was it drew you there?

Is pony-land so fair and free

That you should wish to be

Equestrian, and see no more

Your homeland’s jungled shore?

Is this your fancy? Or, perchance,

When you see young foals prance

And play their games of chance, and laugh...

Perchance you see a calf.



Perchance you see a calf who played

Such games; who often made

To gambol through both glade and grove.

The calf who always strove

To linger when dark wove its way

Among the trees; when day

Did close. Poor calf! What lay in wait

When you came home too late?

Who stood beside the gate alone?

A maton cow of roan

Whose searching, pale eye shone with ire.

And glinted by the fire.

A crone whose sole desire in life

Was to bring endless strife

To the calf. For his life, she thought

(Aye, she knew that it ought)

Should be built on the thought and tales

Of those Guar whose regales

Would charm the farmers’ vales, those haunts

Where storytellers jaunts

Did ever lead, tale-wants exchanged

For food and drink. Where ranged

The Speaker, who arranged to tell

The world’s news; to whom fell

That sacred duty: tell a tale.

So each night, without fail,

The cow would tell The Bale of Gold,

A story now so old

That not even the boldest sage

Could say its truthful age,

Or else, perchance, The Wage of Tấm,

Or of old Lac Long Quân, the Drake,

Whose fairie-wife did make to birth

The Breezie-lands, and Earth; 

Whose love was greatest mirth, and yet

Who did forever set

Their love aside, and wet the lands

With their tears. By their hands

Were Fey-dusts and Earth-sands sewn.

But now, they are alone.



As is the cow of roan; no more

Is there a calf to bore

With dusty tales of yore, quick heard,

Quick lost; a thousand word

All heaped about, all blurred, forgot,

Ignored.  What left? A plot,

A name, a fragment shot with woe,

Or laughter, or a slow

Excitement, quick to grow… to what?

I cannot recall what.

I no longer know what is lost.

There was so little, crossed

The wild and tempest-tossed wide sea

So little still with me.

So now, in Equestria… here…

I watch the young foals cheer,

And in them, through them, peer and see

A calf, too, too carefree

Too quick to turn and flee a gift

Too quick to set adrift, too spurn

The tales of home, to yearn

For distant lands and burn as dross

The golden story-floss

Which—fool!—he once did cross the earth

To flee its burden-girth.



But still remains some worth of thought;

Some tales remain, some plot,

Some monsters still are caught in mind,

Some heroes still I find.

And properly designed six-eight;

The Lục bát to create.

The better for to state my pride,

My culture, long denied,

I’ll share what still abide in mind,

In ear and tongue, my kind.

And when I do, my kind shall be

Not I alone, not me,

But us! We shall be we! and when

We meet and mix, why then…

We’ll be Equestrian and Guar!
      

      
   
      Oceans III


      

      
      
         While the two sides of the ocean had only one thing in common, no one in the universe has anything in common with a few folks on the moon a few days before Luna’s return to Equestria.



“Aeiou,” a figure in a white suit said, stepping out of a domed spaceship on the surface of the moon. His steps were slow and pronounced. “Aeiou,” he repeated, ushering out another of his species outside.



Princess Luna sat in front of the spaceship, quite still, wondering what was going on before her eyes. One moment she had been anticipating the last five days of her banishment, trying her best to take preventative measures against the return of Nightmare Moon, and the next, two bipedal, faceless creatures were trying to take her moon.



“Uuuuuuuuuuuu,” the second figure said, pointing to Luna. “Nine nine nine, nine nine nine, nine nine nine.”



“You—” Luna stumbled for words. “—you’re humans, aren’t you? Celestia told me rumours about you, living in far off lands with special magic we’ve never used.”



“John Madden,” the first replied.



“Question mark exclamation mark,” the second added.



“That’s... odd. I’ll call you John and Mark, is that okay?”



John and Mark walked over to Luna and scratched their heads. John turned to Mark and said: “Snaaaaaakee.”



“Eeeeeeeeeee.”



“Are you two alright?” Luna said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you speak the common tongue?”



“Yuoiyouiyouiyouiyoui.”



“Ebrbrbrbrbrbrbrbr.”



Luna scratched her head. “Do you”—she pointed to the duo—”know”—she pointed to her head—”how to speak this language at all?” She topped it off by motioning to her mouth.



John looked at Mark wordlessly, who looked back at him with a shrug.



“Holla holla...”



“...Get dolla?”



“That at least sounds coherent,” Luna said, chuckling. “Can you make anything else out?”



“Football!”



“Back to base John Madden.”



Luna frowned. “It sounds like you really do understand me. That’s common tongue as I know it. What’s going on here?”



“Ebrbrbrbrbrbrbrbrbrbr.”



“Uuuuuuuuuuuuu.”



“...Really,” Luna said, standing herself up. “I’m definitely imagining things. You two can’t possibly be real.”



Without another word, Luna flapped out her wings and flew away from the men and their spaceship. They both watched as she left, the air empty and silent.



“She’s a talking horse, Neil,” Mark said. “With wings. And a horn. Shouldn’t we have tried to make better contact with her?”



“I guess so, Buzz,’ Neil replied. “It’s not like we were able to understand her whinnies anyway.”



“She seemed to respond to what we said. Do you think she understood us?”



Neil thought for a moment. “Eh, probably not. We’ll deal with it later. As for right now... one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”



Luna later convinced herself it was a dream.
      

      
   
      A Little Bit of Silver


      

      
      
         I set down the rag and sighed. The thing just looked awful.



“Every time,” I said. “Every time we go somewhere, this blasted badge needs cleaning. Why can’t it ever not start tarnishing the instant I put it away?”



“Silver always does if you don’t store it right, sir.”



My glare didn’t cow the boy much, so credit where credit is due. He wasn’t much older than I’d been when I’d joined the Royal Guard, and had all the greenhorn earmarks: a lustrous white coat that practically glowed in the dark; hooves that hadn’t cracked; a perfectly groomed mane and a horn as straight and sharp as one of my mother’s old needles.



But it was always the eyes that gave really them away and he was no exception. Blue as an unstirred pond, they sparkled with restrained amusement as I continued scrubbing at the tarnish that somehow formed while my badge had been in its supposedly watertight box. They didn’t glimmer, they didn’t burn, and they definitely didn’t pierce. They just sparkled.



After a few more minutes, I sighed and set the cloth aside again. My joints ached, but I stood, cracked my neck once or twice, and walked to the window to get some air as the polish set. The newbie joined me at the window not long after, and we watched the Saddle Arabians as we waited. Some wore veils and others simply endured each new gust of wind and the million little stings it sent flying in their faces, foals occasionally popping out of alleyways and darting through the streets, laughing and shouting and screaming in play. A few rather lovely mares sometimes came out to gather them not long after to lead their charges back to wherever it was they had to go when they weren’t causing mischief.



“So,” I muttered as one mare scolded a rambunctious colt. “You have anypony waiting back home?”



“Well… ”



I snorted. “You do.”



“How–”



“You’ve gone red, kid, and you’re a greenhorn to boot. Greenhorns always have somepony they want to impress. So, you caught her yet or are you still beating around the bush?” He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I guessed as much.”



As he sputtered, I took a different cloth in my hoof and went back to my space on the floor, doing everything short of scraping that cursed badge along the stone beneath us as I tried to clean the polish off again. He watched me, still sputtering and now hiding behind his mane like some shy filly at the prom.



“Sir,” he said when he’d finally gotten control of himself again. “You do know they have spells for that, right?”



I stopped scrubbing, working the kinks out of my ankle before refreshing the assault. “They have spells for getting somepony to love you, too. You ever use one?”



“Of course not, sir.”



“Why?”



“Love can’t be forced.”



“Sure it can. I just told you that.”



“True love can’t be forced.”



“I’ve seen more than a couple of those spells last several decades.”



That hit a nerve; he stomped a hoof. “True love can’t be forced.”



“Because?”



It took a lot to keep from smiling again. The look on his face was some wondrous mix of deep confusion, unsure pity and blood-curdling irritation. The same look a teacher might get when a student’s being contradictory for the sake of being contradictory, not because he actually wants to learn something. I motioned for him to sit down across from me. I wetted my rag in warm water and worked the badge over once or twice with it to clean off the last bits of polish, before putting it in the newbie’s hoof where it glinted in the late day sun.



“Love’s like a badge, kid. The only way you appreciate it is by giving yourself a few aches to get it, and a few more to keep it.”



He stared at the little hunk of silver for a few moments, before looking up at me. Though it took some time, I saw that big, dopey grin only young, love-struck idiots can get cross his face and he gave me a sharp salute before handing it back.



“Thank you, sir,” he said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”



“Good.” I slung the badge about my chest, straightening it before marching for the door. “Now get moving, Private Armor. The sooner the Princess finishes these talks, the sooner you’ll be able to go and get the girl.”
      

      
   
      Watching the Same Sunset


      

      
      
         “Look, I said I was sorry, alright? I already changed it back to a mouse anyway, what’s the problem?” I’m the student of the Princess, it’s not like they didn't expect me to try dangerous spells, right?



“The problem!? There is more than one problem here, Miss Shimmer! You stole a child’s mouse, transmuted it into an orange, and when you tried to change it back, its coat was still orange! This is not a problem, this is a disaster! And this isn't the first time something like this has happened, either!”



“Alright, I get it, I’ll get the spell right next time. Just give me my punishment-”



“Next time!?” Ohhh, he is maaad! “And what makes you think there will even be a next time, Miss Shimmer?”



“I don’t understand the question.” I mean, I’m the student of the Princess! What’s he going to do, expel me?



“Miss Shimmer, it is my duty as the principal of this school to look after the well-being of all the students who attend. And as part of my duty, that means I must get rid of things that are hazardous to the safety of my students. Miss Shimmer, you are one such thing.” Wait, what!? He can’t-



“You are expelled, Miss Shimmer. And I will be letting the Princess know that training you might not be such a good idea, either.”



“You can’t do that! You can’t just expel me! I’m the student of the Princess! I’m better than you! I’m better than all of-”



“Ahem.” Oh no. I know that cough. Just… just don’t turn around, everything will be fine, Princess Celestia won’t be standing right behind you-



“Sunset? I believe we need to have a word.” Ah buck.



---



“Sunset? Are you okay?” Oh no, not him. Don’t let him see me like this!



“Go away, Flash. I don’t wanna talk to you right now.” Why is he so worried about me anyway? It’s not like I’m anything important now. Not after the princess disowned me.



“But you’re crying. I don’t like it when you cry.”



“Not crying. My face is just wet. It does that sometimes.” Wow. That… That was terrible.



“Sure it does, Sunny. Sure it does.” Not the time, Flash...



“Why aren’t you going away yet?”



“Because you’re sad. Ponies need friends when they’re sad.” Friends? What kind of- “Also, ice cream.” Never mind. He’s a friend.



“Chocolate?”



“With the raspberry swirl.” Oh, he’s good.



“Fine, you can stay. As long as you give me the ice cream.”



“Not until you tell me what’s wrong.” ...Too good.



“You know what’s wrong. The whole school knows what’s wrong! I just… I didn't think it would actually happen. I didn't think she could go through with it! I've been her student almost my whole life! I don’t know… I don’t know what to do now.” Oh great, now my face is getting wet again. I hate it when it does that.



“Well, you could… come and stay with me? J-just until you get back on your hooves, of course.” Did he just… ask me to live with him? Wow, I… Um. Right. Response.



“I-I’ll think about it. The Princess is letting me stay here for another week so that I can find somewhere, but… I’ll let you know tomorrow. O-okay?”



“Y-yeah. Sounds good.” Wait, is he leaving?



“Wait!” Wait, what? Why did I…



“Yeah? What is it, Sunset?” Oh well, roll with it.



“Would you mind… staying here, for a little while?” Don’t sound too pathetic, don’t sound too pathetic…



“Sure, Sunny. Whatever you need.” Oh thank goodness…



---



Ohh, my head… I knew I shouldn't have had all of that ice cream.



“Are you alright?” …I don’t recognize that voice. I don’t recognize this place. My magic isn't working with this headache.



“Where am I? Who are- What are you!?”



“My name is Luna. I’m the Vice Principal at Canterlot High, where you currently are. The infirmary, to be precise. And I am a human. That must have been a nasty tumble. Perhaps you should have a rest?”



“A human? What in Equestria is a human? And why do you think I-” ...Why do I have arms. And fingers. And everything else.



“I do not know where this ‘Equestria’ is, but I think you must be far away from home. We can help you find a way home tomorrow.” We? Who could that be… Gah! Headache hurts! I guess I’ll just sleep for now...
      

      
   
      Why I Left


      

      
      
         A pony site talking about a "long way home"? Jesus. Now I remember why I haven't clicked on "I'm Feeling Lucky" in sixteen months.



Well, I'm already here… might as well register a throwaway account. I know this is a bad idea, but maybe… maybe… this means it's time to explain why I vanished from the fandom after Las Pegasus Unicon.



Anonymously. You won't believe it anyway. 



(Names changed, etc.)



It wasn't the beating I took on the "Unicon Bits" they made dealers accept. Sure, that's what my last post said, but it would have been easy to get reimbursed later from LasPegAssist. No—when the con fell apart, my big problem was getting home. 1,733 road miles to New Orleans. 



Getting to Las Vegas was no problem—I caught a ride with my friend "Bill," who was moving to San Jose. I didn't think getting back would be an issue—I'd arranged with some NOLA bronies to jump in their van when they left Monday morning. When the con cratered, though, everyone's communications went haywire. "Ted" asked "Jim" if I still needed their ride, Jim thought Ted said I'd caught another ride, "David" heard from Jim I was okay, Ted assumed David had talked to me, and so they bailed midday Sunday while I was arguing with the hotel about the double-billing on my room. 



Come Sunday night, my cell phone's dead, I can't find my fellow yats anywhere, and I'm wandering the empty halls of the Riviera convention center with no room, no cash, and no plan.



I'd turned to glance at something when I literally bumped into him. Sharp grey suit, mismatching horns, one leather glove and one latex claw-thing. The first thing I saw was the eyes—one ice-blue pupil, one wide red one. I remember thinking that was an awfully cool contact lens.



"I'm sorry," I said.



He looked me up and down, then lifted his hands and tugged at his lapel with an enigmatic smile. "Are you? I'm Discord."



I chuckled; it was just strange enough to be in character. "Nice cosplay," I said. "Too bad nobody else is around to see it."



He leaned in conspiratorially. "Nobody else needed to be. Listen, Sorry: Red 23." Then he straightened up, clapped his glove on my shoulder (which made me jump), and shook my hand vigorously with that weird claw. It was disgustingly clammy, and for a moment I thought I had gotten a latex sweat bath, until I looked down and realized that there was a wad of damp green paper in my palm.



He was already strolling away as I unfolded the wad into a grimy $20 bill. "Hey, wait," I said, looking back up, and he was gone.



What would you have done? $20 would have bought me dinner; $700 meant enough cash for a hotel room and a plane ticket home, and I wasn't technically out anything if I lost. So I checked my luggage at the concierge desk and walked into the casino.



Took me a bit to find the roulette tables (way in the back, past the slots and the video poker). I bought a $20 chip and watched. One of the tables hit 00, which seemed like as good a time as any to test my luck, so I leaned in and slid the chip straight into the middle of 23.



It lost. Black 11.



But there he was, standing right behind me as I turned to leave. "You listened to me!" he crowed. "Nobody ever does that. You're special, Sorry, I can tell. So let's do each other a little favor—what do you say?" He sipped the muddy drink he was holding and winked at me.



At that moment, I had the most incredible urge to pee I've ever had in my life. I stammered something I don't remember and literally sprinted for the bathroom. It felt like I was emptying my bladder for minutes.



Then I walked out… into a different casino. 



Harrah's New Orleans.



My luggage was on my front porch when I walked home. It was Wednesday the 27th.



So, either some maniac drugged me for three days and drove me home, or else I owe a favor to the last being in the universe you want to owe a favor to. Either way, I'm too scared of pony to return.



Just, listen… if you meet him at a con, for God's sake don't apologize.
      

      
   
      Gone


      

      
      
                         "AJ, I'm tired."



        	"Ah know, Twi," Applejack tried to comfort her friend. The words came out harsh and impersonal, her voice hoarse from the bone-dryness of the desert. Oh, what she'd give for a spout of clean water. There was nothing out here, nothing but the hot, claylike ground of packed dust and soil.



        	"We need to go back home. We'll continue searching tomorrow," Twilight offered, sighing. Every day she sounded more and more hopeless, today a mere shell of her initial vigor. Applejack turned around and started following her trail, dragging her hooves along the way. Her muscles ached fiercely; eight or nine hours of walking in the heat will do that to a pony.



        	"Twilight, look," Applejack said. "We're gonna be out here every darn day 'til we find them," she continued, the words sounding less powerful than she had hoped. "And ah know deep in the bottom of my heart, they're out there somewhere. Waitin' for us."



        	She said the words as firmly as she could, but her heart was still quivering like a terrified animal. It had been at least a week since Fluttershy, Rarity, and Pinkie Pie disappeared from Appaloosa. Applejack replayed the same memory in her head for the hundredth time. All the smiling faces of her friends, their waving as they headed off on a train wagon to some other Celestia-forsaken ghost town in the middle of nowhere. Applejack used to love Appaloosa, but now even the name was going to haunt her.



        	"What could have happened, Applejack?" Twilight asked, tears welling in her eyes. Her tone  reminded Applejack of all the times  Applebloom asked about monsters under the bed or in the closet. "I mean, they were the only ones on the train. Were they attacked? Did the train stop somewhere else?" Twilight paused. She looked straight at the desert ground, now a grayish-brown in the sunset hours. Tiny spots of darkness plinked down into the pressed sand. Tears.



        	"Or are they dead?"



        	The question hit the farmer like a sack of stones. It took every ounce of courage and strength in Applejack’s heart to hold back a flood of wailing. She would have denied it, but over these agonizingly long days her own hope had burned out like a candlewick. Rainbow Dash, who soared through the skies daily, returned every night without even a clue. The next towns over had no idea where the missing Elements were. Even Appaloosa's search party came up completely empty-hoofed.



        	Applejack clenched her eyelids shut, hot tears rolling down her cheeks. She wanted to be strong now. Strong for Twilight. But in the honest depths of her heart she had nothing to say. She choked out her own sob.

 

        	"C'mon Twilight", she said, draping a foreleg around her near-wailing friend. "It's a long way home. We'd better head back."



	Nothing more needed to be said. The flame was extinguished, the light snuffed. Though the walk to this point was grueling, the way home would be torturous. All the lone mares could do was cry out into the silent sky above, lead hooves carrying them home.
      

      
   
      Equestrian Defense Force


      

      
      
         Autumn Gold pouted, crossing his forehooves. "I don't want to go."



"Tough," said his mother. "Celestia needs every able pony she can get." She ran her hoof through his golden blond hair. "Besides, all you have to do is finish your four years and you'll be set for life. That won't be so hard, right?"



"Hmpf."



"Here's your bag. Hurry and get going, you don't want to be late."



"But what if something happens to me?"



"It won't. You worry too much." She kissed him on the cheek. "Everything will be okay, you'll see."



"I hope so." He willed the lump in his throat to go away.












“Stupid helmet!” Autumn fiddled with it, but it kept slipping over his eyes.



"What are you doing?!"



"Huh?"



"Get down!" Cloud Berry leaped forward and held Autumn's head down as a magic bolt exploded nearby. "Are you stupid? You coulda been killed!"



Autumn stared at his hooves. "Sorry." His helmet slipped down again.



Cloud Berry's face softened. "It's okay. Just be more careful next time, okay?"



"Will do." Autumn smiled.












“Why are we even fighting anyway?” Autumn asked the pony next to him. 

“Dunno.” 



Another voice spoke up. “To protect our kingdom.” Autumn looked up, the voice had came from Cloud Berry. 



“But why us?”



Berry put a hoof on Autumn’s shoulder. “Because if we don’t, who will?”



“But I don’t want to die.”



“Nopony really does. But I’m willing to if that’s what it takes to make our kingdom safe.”



“Hmm…” Autumn took another bite from his hay sandwich.












"We're surrounded!"



"There's too many of them!"



Autumn Gold said nothing, but silently agreed.



The group of cadets backed into a semicircle, each of them facing outwards. The enemy, armed with their claws and beaks, stepped closer.



"Stop being pathetic cowards. We can take them!" Cloud Berry spread his hooves and planted them firmly in the ground. "We can't let any of them get past, you hear me? No matter what, nothing gets by!"



Autumn gulped and lifted his sword up. He looked at Berry, who winked at him.



“Relax, we got this.” Berry pointed his spear towards the approaching avians and took a deep breath before bellowing, “Come and get it, cause we won’t go down easy!” 



Berry ran forward into the crowd of enemies, and after taking one final breath, Autumn followed him.












It was all a blur. Autumn wasn’t even sure what had happened. He felt himself pushed to the ground as an arrow whizzed past his head. Clanging metal echoed above him and he saw flashes of purple and white. Autumn tried to crawl backwards, but one of his legs wouldn’t bulge. He looked up, a catapult had fallen on it. He tried to wrench it free, but to no avail. Finally, his vision blurred and he passed out.












He placed a hoof to his forehead and felt something sticky slide off his face. A weight pressed on his chest and he hobbled on one leg. He gazed across the impromptu battlefield. Bodies, both pony and bird, littered the ground. Autumn stumbled. Other survivors tried to help him walk, but he waved them away. There were ponies far worse off than him. 



He trotted in the direction of where he saw Berry last. All he saw were streaks of blood and dented pieces of armor. He walked for what felt like ages, but finally he came to a pile-up of corpses. A purple appendage popped out from the middle. 



“Berry…” Autumn lifted each of the bodies and moved them aside. All of his former weariness gone, he worked like a madmare until he had uncovered what he was looking for. He pressed his ear on Berry’s chest. A heartbeat. 



“Medic!” Autumn called out.












“I’m sorry, you won’t be able to use that leg properly again.” The doctor tapped his clipboard twice. “But on the positive side, at least you’ll live.” 



“But what about…” Autumn paused. 



“Yes?”



“Cloud Berry. Is he okay?”



“He’s fine. Just some mild lacerations, a concussion, some bruises, but nothing that won’t heal up.”



Autumn breathed a sigh of relief. He looked up and noticed the doctor was grinning. “No, wait! It’s not what you think!”



“Suuuure.”












“Hey! You made it!” Berry called out.



“Of course! Can’t kill me that easily.” Autumn puffed out his chest. As they swapped stories of what had happened, he thought that perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad after all. 
      

      
   
      Where the Heart Is


      

      
      
         Where the Heart Is



“Winona!” Applejack says on her way through the front door. “C’mere, girl!”



I run to her like I always do, lick her face, and try to jump up on her.



“Down, girl!” she says, one eye halfway shut, but she doesn’t lose her grin. “Or no treat.”



I sit as still as I can and gaze up at her, but I can sniff it in her saddlebag. Flour, sugar, eggs. Definitely mint. One of those breath-freshening biscuits they sell over at Sugarcube Corner. I didn’t think my breath was that bad. It just smells like a few of the bits from the compost heap I gnawed on this morning and whatever that thing was out by the road.



Still she watches me. I shuffle back and forth on my front paws and let out a little whine. Applejack reaches out with a hoof and scratches behind my ears—my mind goes fuzzy, and I lean into it, a rear leg kicking like mad. I could stay like this forever.



“Now, Winona,” she says, waggling a hoof. “Did you get into the compost today?”



I cock my head and give my tail a tentative swish.



Applejack purses her lips and shakes her head. “Goofy dog. ’S alright. You didn’t hurt nothin’, but you know Big Mac doesn’t like it if you spread it ’round. So just behave yourself, okay?”



My tongue lolls out of my mouth, and I give a short bark. Yes, I shouldn’t have messed around in the trash, but I couldn’t help myself. Applejack forgives me, though. She always does. Even quicker than they would Apple Bloom, because she should know better. Or so they say.



Speaking of which… Apple Bloom comes in with the rest of the groceries, and I dash over. She wants to go to the kitchen, but I decide that she should head toward the closet, so I lean my shoulder into her and shove her that way. She stops, turns, tries to step over me, but I keep guiding her there. I don’t even know why—I just have to.



“Winona!” Apple Bloom says, squinting at me. “I’m not a sheep!”



“Forget something, girl?” Applejack pats her saddlebag.



Treat! My tail starts going furiously, and I wedge my nose under the flap. One of the minty ones from Sugarcube Corner, alright. I grab it, and Applejack chuckles as I dash off to the braided rug where my food and water bowls sit. Not now, though—I’m actually not in the mood, so I stash it under the edge of the rug for later.



Then Big McIntosh comes in from the field and pats me on the head. “Who’s a good girl?”



That’s all I wanted. My whole family here, so I can go now. I pick up my treat and a mouthful of food, and hurry toward the pet door. “Why’s she do that?” Apple Bloom asks.



Big Mac shrugs. “You know dogs. Gotta eat in their particular places.”



In the dusk, I go behind the barn and drop my food there. If my family saw I didn’t want it, they’d worry. Especially if they knew how long I’ve been doing this.



Like I said, if I misbehave, they love me just the same, even more unconditionally than they do with each other. These ponies are weird.



Here come a few regulars from the woods. An opossum and a couple of raccoons, who are always happy to eat my food. They love me, too.



I let go, like relaxing a muscle, and my body shines black in the moonlight. It’s a nice gig I have going here: pretty much unlimited love. While the rest wasted their time impersonating ponies, I found the sweet life. No way I’ll tell them, even if they find their way back. If I did, they’d all want in on it. But so far from home, and staying in that form so long…



Every couple days, I have to revert, so I can keep my mind together enough to know… to hide that I don’t eat. I don’t want them to worry.



I’ve heard stories. “Your face will stay like that.” If only pony mothers knew where that phrase came from. And it’s not only the appearance.



Every day lately, it gets harder to think. I… I just want to be a good girl and curl up next to them. I’m hungry.



My tail wags on its own, and I run back to the house. To my home.
      

      
   
      Lost to the Ages


      

      
      
         "Ugh, my head." Luna held a hoof to her temple as she rose up. There was a slow throbbing in her head. She stood still until it went away, but it lingered in the background. Luna walked forward, but stopped in her tracks. "What?" She looked around, slightly confused. There were no trees, no animals, no clouds. Nothing. Only a grey wasteland greeted her. "Where am I?"



"Not in Canterlot, that's for sure," said a voice from behind her. Luna spun around, but there was nopony there.



"Hello?" said Luna. "Is anypony there?"



"Why, don't be silly. I'm here, of course." The voice came from behind Luna again, but no matter how many times she turned around, the voice always seemed like it was behind her.



"Who are you?" Luna felt a tingle in her stomach.



"Before I answer your question, you might want to stop spinning before you throw up."



Luna obeyed, and held her mouth with a hoof. She waited until the nausea went away.



"That's better," said the disembodied voice. "As for who am I, let's just say I'm you."



"What? That's not possible." Luna gasped.



"Of course it is. Look around you. There's nopony there right? Then who else would I be?"



"But..."



"Enough. You're just wasting time. For now, let's just say I'm you. Or rather, a part of you."



"Okay, but then how did I get here?" Luna furrowed her eyebrows.



"My oh my. You don't know?" It snickered. "Why, Celestia sent you here."



"What? No! She wouldn't do that."



"Now, now. It wasn't all her fault. I might have encouraged her a bit."



Luna fell to her haunches. "How..."



"Simple really. She used the elements of Harmony on you."



"She wouldn't!"



"But she did!" the voice said.



"But how could she..."



"Wondering how she could use all the elements if you were the keeper of three? That one's simple. You weren't. You lost the power when you transformed into Nightmare Moon."



"Who?"



"Sorry, guess I should back up." It cleared its throat. "You turned into Nightmare Moon when your jealousy was too great to bear. Instead of talking with Celestia like a normal mare would, you went a bit... power-hungry."



A fragment of a memory, flashed through her mind. Luna remembered pain. Intense burning. Jealously. Why didn't other ponies love her? Why always Celestia? Why not her?



"So you challenged her."



"I wouldn't do that." Luna shook her head, trying to clear away the memories. An image of a midnight-blue beast, with long, elongated fangs and a long billowy mane appeared. Dark energy flowed around her body and crackling of lightning echoed in her ears. She jumped towards another white majestic creature, Celestia, and sunk its fangs into her neck. "No! I couldn't do that. I would never..."



"But you did."



Luna's breathing grew heavy. "No! I... I..." The creature stood over Celestia's fallen body. It reared its head back and cackled.  "That can't be me!"



“But it is.”



Luna saw Celestia's form twitch. The creature's back was turned; Celestia had pulled out the elements. Luna saw tears flowing down Celestia's face. She mumbled something, then shot a beam of rainbow-colored light towards the creature. It screamed, and it turned into a ball of light. It flew into the air, and disappeared.



Luna took off, galloping as fast as she could. She had lost all sense of direction. It didn't matter, she just had to get away.



"You can run all you want. You won't find anything."



"There has to be some way to get home," Luna said, her head darting back and forth across the horizon. "I have to make sure she's okay."



"If there is, it's not going to be here."



"But..." She had galloped for miles, finding nothing except the same barren wasteland. 



"Face it. You're stuck here. Both you and me." The realization struck Luna like a rock to the face. “Forever.”



Luna came to a halt, pausing to catch her breath. 



“Unfortunately, your time is almost up.” 



Luna froze. “What do you mean by that?”



“The Rainbow of Light restored you temporarily,” the voice said matter-of-factly.



“No! It can’t end like this. I need to get back.”



“Sorry. It’s too late.” 



Before Luna could do anything, a sharp pain tingled through her body. “Ahhhhhhh!” She felt her face lengthen, and her hooves burned. “No!” A cloudy haze covered her mind, and she slowly felt herself drift away. Her eyelids drooped and became heavy, until she closed them.



“Sister…”
      

      
   
      Lagan


      

      
      
         "The Great and Powerful Trixie is getting a cramp, Sparkle," Trixie groused, extracting her hoof from between a sack of potatoes and an alicorn wing. "When can we leave this accursed crate?"



Twilight's horn illuminated the inside of the box. "We have to stay vigilant, Trixie." She grunted and shifted slightly. "The perytons are getting those apples, or my name isn't Princess Twilight Lanamore Sparkle!"



"Lana-what?"



Twilight's light dimmed. "Nevermind. The point is, the Dread Pirate Wormbeard could strike at any time and we're the only chance of saving this shipment from him!"



Trixie clucked her tongue. "Trixie does not recall signing up for any such duty."



Twilight glowered at her. It was lost in the darkness. "You signed yourself up when you stowed away on the S.S. Merryflower."



Trixie shoved her. It was not a hard shove, given their confines. "Says the stowaway princess!"



"I am incognito. You are breaking the law." Twilight huffed. "The fact that, should either of us be discovered, we will both be in trouble has nothing to do with it."



There was a pause.



"You mean the captain of this ship doesn't know you're here?" Trixie's shock was palpable.



"What part of 'incognito' don't you understand?" Twilight snorted. "Now quiet. There's going to be a cargo hold inspection in less than five minutes, if my calculation is correct."



It was. They held their breaths as hooves passed by the crate. Luckily, the crewponies didn't examine it any closer.



They stayed quiet for a while after that, the gentle rocking of the sea and groaning of timbers their only companions. Then Twilight spoke up.



"Trixie, why are you here?"



Trixie turned once more, thrusting her horn into Twilight's face.



"What does it matter? Trixie is both a stowaway and captive to your ridiculous pirate-fighting schemes." Under her breath, she added, "S-stupid Sparkle..."



"What was that?"



"Trixie said she thinks you and your plans are dumb, so there."



She attempted to turn her head haughtily away from the very wrong and not-at-all-sexy Princess Twilight, but the ship rocked and they jostled together.



"Trixie," Twilight spluttered, "your hoof is in an indecent spot!"



"W-well it's not like Trixie wanted to touch you there."



"Please, just control your libido for once."



"What?" Trixie's jaw hung open as she scrambled off her unwilling seat. "The Great and Powerful Trixie is not libidinous."



Twilight rolled her eyes audibly. "Please. Everypony knows you're hot for my royal flank."



"Wh-what?"



Something shifted, pressing up against Trixie's side. Her face flushed.



"Honestly, I think it's kind of cute." Twilight's voice was close to her ear. "I mean, you're so headstrong and standoffish, but you've got a crush on me even after I made a fool of you twice?"



"D-don't rub it in."



Twilight giggled. "I'd be willing to give you a try once all this is done."



Trixie whimpered at the word 'try'. Her mouth went dry. Something was searching for her in the darkness, groping up her neck. The hoof stopped at her jaw and pulled her head close...



A boom resounded in the distance. The intimate embrace turned into Twilight thrusting Trixie's head to the floor. A second later, an eight-pound ball of iron flew in through one side of the ship, into the cargo hold, over their heads through the box they were stowed in and, turning downward, exited through the keel of the ship. It immediately began sinking.



"Yar-ha-harr!" laughed Wormbeard, Dread Pirate, Esq., from his ship the Luna's Revenge, two cables upwind from the Merryflower. He danced a jig, his peg leg clomping against the mizzenmast as he watched the cutter sink below the waves. "I sunk yer ship, ye lollygaggin' scalawags! Lollawags? Yarr!"



After a few minutes, the flotsam had risen to the top of the waves, survivors clinging to lifeboats and spars, Trixie among the latter.



"Great," she sputtered, blowing her mane out of her face. "Now how will Trixie get home?"



"You can always swim for it," said a playful voice behind her. She turned her head only to be slapped in the face by a lavender fish tail. Trixie scowled.



"The Great and Powerful Trixie will not be party to base transformation spells."



Twilight waved a hoof at her. "Fine. Climb aboard then."



Trixie straddling Twilight's back, grimacing at the fishy texture of the wet scales. "Trixie does not like you anymore," she groused.



"And we haven't even gone on a date yet!" Twilight said, pouting.



"Just swim for it, Princess Fish."
      

      
   
      Yet Another Challenge


      

      
      
         "Oh Starswirl the bearded, you have such a sexy... brain." Twilight bit her lip as she squirmed in bed. "So much knowledge hidden in there. I could pick your brains for decades." Twilight blushed and let out a giggle. 



A loud knocking at the door startled Twilight, and she sat up from her dream. Her mane was matted in tuffled pieces, and she heard a yell from down below. "Twilight Sparkle!"



Twilight sighed. Not again. This was the fifth time this week. Twilight rolled out of bed and walked towards the window. She gazed down below to see a blue unicorn with a purple hat and cape wave her horn at her. 



"The great and powerful Trixie challenge you to a duel!"



"Again?" Twilight rubbed her eyes with a hoof and looked at the clock. It was six am. "Go home, Trixie! It's too early."



"The great and powerful Trixie disagrees! Come forth and face me! Or are you too scared?"



Twilight sighed. No matter how many times Trixie challenged her, she always lost. Why she even bothered, Twilight didn't know. "Do we have to do this now?" 



"The great and powerful Trixie insists. One of these days, the great and powerful Trixie shall beat you, Twilight Sparkle!"



"If you say so," Twilight said, letting out a yawn. "Let's get this over with, then."












"She doesn't give up, does she?" Spike said.



"Apparently not."



Trixie's legs were tied up by conjured rope and she bounced around on her back like a turkey. "Don't think this means you've won, Twilight Sparkle!" She tried to wiggle her legs free, but she fell onto her face instead. "The great and powerful Trixie just needs to... free herself."



Twilight put a hoof to her face before waving her horn and lifting Trixie into the air. With a small flourish, the rope disappeared and Trixie fell neatly onto the floor like a wet package. 



"How dare you, Twilight Sparkle! One of these days, the great and powerful Trixie will beat you and you'll rue that day! Oh yes, you shall rue it! 



Trixie looked around. "Well, let's see how you like this!" Trixie pointed her wand at Twilight's treehouse and waved it around. "Abra ka pocus!" 



A purple light surrounded the treehouse, and its root gently lifted out of the ground. Then it shot off like a rocket into space. Trixie laughed manically as Twilight turned around.



"Ahhh! The treehouse! Where'd it go?"



Spike pointed towards a speck in the distance. "From the looks of it, it's going... going... gone." 



Twilight's jaw dropped. 












From the vast reaches of space, a single tree could be seen flying from the planet. It sailed deep into space and kept going for all eternity. It's said that if you wish upon this special tree as it's flying past your planet, you can make a wish on it and it will come true. 
      

      
   
      Under The Moonlight


      

      
      
         The mare shuffled around in the darkened hall, carefully lifting her slipper-clad hooves as she passed her sister’s study. A nearly musical snoring came from within; her sister’s day had been full, as had every day since the two started living under the same roof, and she didn’t want to wake her.



Under the same roof, like in old times… it should feel like home. Her sister had done everything she could; they ate the same foods, dressed in the same way. She even made an allowance for the mare’s old styled speaking. But too much changed in a thousand years.



And now she had done it again, thought about how much time had passed; it still made her feel like a relic from another time, a fossil that stubbornly refused to lie down and stop moving. She was over the fact that her sister banished her; it was needed at the time, and deserved. But…



She risked a glance into the study; inside, her head resting on a bed of parchment, slept her sister, the last bastion of familiarity, of home, in a strange land. But above her, inside a bird cage, a decrepit and nearly featherless bird stood as a beacon of change; though the bird was the same, that was not the magnificent flame bird she remembered from home, the tireless hunter that would help keep the monsters at bay.



Silent as a shadow the mare returned to the hall, ears perked for any noise. The guards knew her, of course, but for her they were still faceless ghosts moving in her new castle. One more thing lost; she knew the guards of her home by name, laughed and joked with them, but they were now long gone. Even the castle itself, the physical shell she back then thought as eternal, with its myriad secret passages and all the small details she had labored over in planning or execution, was just some abandoned ruin that lay in a distant forest.



She went up, to the small observation deck atop her and her sister’s tower. Moonlight; besides her unchanging sister, it was the only thing in the new castle that could make her feel at home. With the gentle light of the moon caressing her body, the princess of the night curled on the floor and fell asleep.







The mare woke, finding herself in a padded, gently swaying surface; some kind of stretcher, kept aloft by magic. She didn’t have to look to figure who was carrying her; only one pony in the kingdom had the ability, and the courage, to carry a princess this way.



“Sister! Where art thou — are you taking me?”



Her alicorn sister smiled, tiredly, but with far more than just her lips. “It’s a little surprise. I know how much you lost, little sister, though I can’t claim to understand your pain; what I lost across a millennium, you lost in but a moment. But I can guide you to some of what remains. They can help you find your lost joy again.”



“They? A-are you telling me that there are others from our time?”



“I already said too much. They wanted it to be a surprise; wait and see.”



Eager as she was to know more, the princess chose to humor her sister, and whoever was waiting for them. Leisurely, she closed her eyes, enjoying the moonlight and her sister’s silent company.



“We arrived.”



The princess opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was a statue of her, at the height of her power; that was nice, but not something she cared for. Such demonstrations had become commonplace long ago. Her eyes drifted to the building behind…



It was just as she remembered. The size, the shape, the color… even the crayon drawings in the walls, while different, felt the same. And just inside the door the same eager eyes, hopeful, thankful, caring…



Warm tears came to the princess’ eyes. “How did you…”



“I always knew. You were always known as a warrior, little sister, but that was by need; your heart lies elsewhere. The building had to be reconstructed, of course, but I kept the orphanage going in your name, in your honor. And the little ones are dying to know who was the princess that started it.”



Luna knelt, waiting for her little ponies. As the little ones piled over her, she started to entertain the idea of finding home in this strange land, this strange time.
      

      
   