
      F For Fantastical


      

      
      
         Flam of the Flim and Flam brothers was nervous even though he didn't show it.  The unicorn pony with the red mustache was not having a great vacation without his brother.  An excited crowd ready to switch to an angry mob pressed him into service.  One moment he was walking into town ready to kick back and drink, next moment he was faced with a Diamond Dog twice his height.  Behind him was a small army of his kind.  All were armed with mean looking, pony killing weapons.  Flam's task was to negotiate the town's surrender.  Flam had nowhere to run.  



No pressure.  



“I am Zurask the Tall.  You will give up and bow down to my terms.  Who is this pointed headed pony?” demanded Zurask.  



“Flam of the famous Flim and Flam brothers, friend.  Not sure why I was picked for this particular task.  Must be because some keen pony recognized me from my time as head-stallion of the Friendship University,” guessed Flam.  



A bunch of ponies nodded their heads.  The unicorn wished he never pretended to be a friendship guru.  



Flam fidgeted around then replied “Well then, I am here to talk terms.  Err... what are they?”  



“Ponies will give up, put on these chains and mine for us,” Zurask stated with an evil smile.  



“Why?”  



“Because we will beat you all up.”  



“No, I mean why use weak ponies to mine at all?  You and your kin, friend, are clearly better suited for said task, Zurask.”  



“These ponies mine rock already,” which they did because this was a mining town.  “You don't matter!  We're tired and have no rest from mining.  Ponies will do our work.”  



Flam smiled wide “Nonsense my tall buddy.  I have a better idea other than our surrender!”  



“My idea is best.  You stop stalling,” frowned Zurask.  



“Wait, wait!  Here me out.  Using ponies for mining is a pain!  You have to water them, feed them, house them and clean up after them.  It's more work than it's worth.  Your arms would tire out from swinging those whips.”  



“We have pretty strong arms.”  



“But it would still be work.  Be just trading one task for another of the same type while adding on more responsibilities of taking care of hundreds of ponies.  That doesn't sound like the best idea.”  



Zurask pondered this for a bit and asked “What is your best idea horned pony?”  



“Machines son!  I can lead you into the steam age.  Drills and mechanized shovels.  Hoes...”  



“... err, not sure that is respectful...”  



“... the likes you have never seen to dig, scrape ditches and channels. For a small,tiny fee of course.”  



“Oh.  We can then just take you and make you build these machines.”  



“No.”  



“Why not?” Zurask asked, annoyed.  



Flam laughed “I don't know how, but I do have access to creatures with these skills.  And before you think about just enslaving them, they wouldn't build these while in chains.  As I said, for a small pittance, I can make this happen for you.  You'll live a life of ease at the price of not having a whole nation of ponies declare war against you and your band.”  



“Ha.  What can small four legged, no hands ponies do?”  



“You know what magic is?” Flam asked as he levitated a good size rock before dropping it.  



“Yes.  It's that sparkly thing you are doing, “Zurask replied worriedly.  



“Well, we have a Princess that can control the sun and moon via magic.  You wouldn't want to get on her bad side.  Trust me.  Take this deal or risk getting hit by them.  She could even shoot a rainbow at you.  Those hurt!”  



“I hate rainbows.”  



“Me too, me too.”  



“Zurask will consider your deal.”  



“Great, I know a guy who will help write this contract up.  Total trustworthy and an expert.  Almost as good looking as me!”  



And Flam got Flim to write it up, eventually after the vacation.  And they all lived profitable ever after.  
      

      
   
      Bodhisattva


      

      
      
         I thought it was an odd coincidence when, the first time Sonata came home from the salon talking in casual and bouncy terms of a cocaine deal that would be taking place somewhere downtown—that, almost a few days later, there was shoot-out by the old shipyard; and also when a mechanic’s garage went up in a fire that needed several blocks for quarantine—just after Sonata had taken a new and surprising interest in sports betting. 

	

I decided I needed more information. So on one of my days off I poked my head into the beauty salon where she had now been working for a few weeks. To my irritation, I didn’t see her; I had to ask the receptionist for her by name. 

	

“Dazzle,” I introduced myself. “Roommate. Don’t have an appointment. Just observing.”

	

The little blue lady with her head squared off by large glasses frames squared herself a little more. She was trying to recall a script. “Well, Ms. Dazzle, we don’t have observers at Cutting Edge Beauty Spa. Ms. Dusk has been moved to the very-important-persons room.”

	

“A VIP room? At a spa?”

	

This was troubling to me. I saw that I had been stonewalled by the receptionist, anyway, and thanked her for her time. I considered what I would do. I didn’t want to embarrass Sonata, and compromise my info gathering endeavor; but I didn’t want her involved in crime and bad business.

	

When she got home that night I asked if I could borrow one-hundred dollars. She agreed and pulled out her pocket book—I looked inside. No large bills, no singles.

	

“Sorry, it’s all I have,” she told me, handing me two twenties. 

	

I pushed it back. “Keep it. Actually, I went by Cutting Edge today on my walk and was reminded that I need a haircut. I didn’t see you there, by the way. I guess you were in the bathroom.”

	

“No,” she said, “we have a guest that comes in, Mrs. Orange, and they put me in a special room with her. She’s married to an important small business owner in town.”

	

“What kind of small business owner?” I asked, a little piqued.

	

She folded her arms to help her recollection. “You know… small businesses. He has a lot of cars, is all I know. Maybe he runs a car dealership, who knows.”

	

Properly vague.

	

“Does she tip you?” I asked.

	

“Sometimes she gives me twenty dollars, Adagio, just for doing my regular stuff! It confuses me. I just take it and have lunch at the Mexican restaurant across the street. One time I gave Aria money for extensions, so I’m not that selfish.”

	

“I’m thinking about buzzing down, going bald,” I interrupted her.

	

She was stunned. “Why? You have such beautiful hair. Well, I guess it will save you work.”

	

I nodded. “Maybe you’re right. You, on the other hand… I don’t think you need any hair or hair extensions, at all, Sonata.”

	

“What do you mean?” She crouched down to look at herself in the reflection of the oven glass.

	

“What I mean is that you have a lovely, museum-worthy cranium underneath that pelt,” I said, poking her scalp with my index finger. “You could totally rock a buzzcut.”

	

I saw a hovering smile in the glass. With a little more persuasion, she toted out the shears, and in less than a rinse cycle she was smooth as a plum, poor girl.

	

None of this cruelty, you understand, was without cause. She was clearly getting her gossip working for a crime boss’s wife. The staff had put her there due to her friendly gullibility—and clearly not for her discretion. And that was exactly how I was going to get her out of harm’s way.

	

The women of the salon, I was sure, would be baffled at Sonata’s transformation. I had been inspired by a young Rinpoche, whom I had been having lunch with of recent, and undertook to disguise Sonata as a lady of attainments. I made sure to stop by after her debut, and explain to Miss Square that Sonata was a seeker on the sunlit path, a girl of pious simplicity in quest of the image of God. 

	

Shortly after, as I hoped, Sonata was ejected from the VIP room; but before I could bring up anything to implicate the crime boss’s wife, she too disappeared—only to show up a few weeks later, bald as an apricot, in the discipleship of my friend the Rinpoche. 	
      

      
   
      The Errant Title


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, there was an Equestrian Knight in some distress. He had traveled to the very edges of the earth in pursuit of the legendary Arabesque of Annexation. The Knight had possessed every advantage at the start: reasonably well polished barding, a sword so well decorated that it surely must have been enchanted, a team of pack mules and one mulish jester, and a purse bulging with gold and jewels, thanks to the generosity of his noble parents and royal patronage.



But now the purse was barren, the pack mules had set off to find their own fortunes, the splendid arms and armor had been sold, and all the Knight had left to him was the Jester, who performed nightly with merry songs that earned a meager supper for himself and his master.



One fine evening, the glum and moonlight Knight sat at the inn table, brooding as the Jester approached with a quiet whistle, bearing a roast squash and some potatoes. "Ho, now, my liege, look not so glum! There's still aught to be said for singing for one's supper!" 



The Knight sighed. "I thank you again, my loyal ass, and once more you have my gratitude. But I have yet again prayed all day at the temple for holy guidance, or at least sustenance to aid our quest, but the Divines remain silent. I am truly at a loss for how to proceed."



"Ah, master, your fortune may stretch further than you surmise. My cunning songs were meant not just for entertainment of the masses, but also as advertisements of our plight. See here, I bring you a guest who wishes a word with you..."



Up strode a curious mare with odd charms painted on her hide, like a hedge witch who crafted charms for commoners. "Sir Knight, word has reached me of one who sought the Arabesque of Annexation, and as it happens this artifact belonged to Maeriphas Cadno, my esteemed ancestor. If your desire to gain this object is matched by your courage, I can guide you to where the artifact lies, and there you may find your fortunes improved."



Swift preparations were made, and soon the three set out under moonlight towards a deep crypt, where the Arabesque was still clutched in the dry hooves of Maeriphas, guarded from plunder by a cunning curse that could only be subdued by one bold of heart.  



Deep in fetid depths, past ancient stones and walls crusted with cobwebs and nitre, they stood at last before a dais on which lay a terrible corpse, the curious silver Arabesque clutched in its hooves. The Knight strode forward, refusing to quail at the eerie sight, uttered the charm the Witch had told him, and seized the delicate silver wire…



At his touch, the silver released a surge of shining magic, and the Knight's eyes rolled up in his skull as he collapsed upon the foul corpse.



"There, that will do it," said the Witch. "You are free of him, Jester."



The Jester shuddered and swayed as if freed of a terrible burden. "I could not in honor just leave him, as did the others," he said, "But nor could I stomach splitting meals with him while he refused to work or find any means of support for himself. Did he really think manna would fall from heaven to feed us during his holy quest?"



"I know not," said the Witch, "But I daresay one with your talents had better remain here than seek an arduous return to a kingdom filled with such numskulls. I can put your skills to better use and also pay you fair board and coin in exchange."



The Jester nodded, ears laid back as he looked down at his liege's slumbering form. "He's not in any pain?"



"No, he sleeps with enchanted dreams, which shall continue until the cursed artifact absorbs his life force, the same fate that befell my esteemed ancestor. It’s how she got left down here in the first place. I thought the device looked enough like an Arabesque to fool him into thinking it was his quest object, and that’s how it turned out."



The Jester nodded. "Very well, it's perhaps a more peaceful end than he deserves, but an end it is. Good night, Sir Knight, and very pleasant dreams to you."



Witch and Jester turned and slowly ascended from the crypt, leaving the Knight wandering in the labyrinths of his noble fantasies, divorced from all useful earthly concerns.
      

      
   
      The Mirror of Stella


      

      
      
         The night had long since fallen when Celestia, Luna and Stella emerged on to the roof of the watchtower. The sight was breathtaking. Here, in the heart of the Crystal Empire, the stars had a vibrancy not found anywhere in Equestria. Clearer. Sharper. Closer.



‘Always so gorgeous’, Luna said. ‘Each night Destiny makes, I envy you for that spectacle.’



Stella smiled. ‘One good reason for living up that north’, she answered. Pointing towards one of the angles, ‘You can use the telescope to indulge your curiosity’, she added, ‘but I might have something more captivating for you. Come and follow me.’



She padded towards a marble basin, propped up by four exquisitely carved silvery legs.



‘This wasn’t here the last time we came’, Celestia remarked.



‘Indeed’, Stella said. ‘Let me introduce you to “Stella’s mirror”. That’s how it was clept by the student who crafted it.’ 



Luna bent over, but only saw her own face and stars reflected in the still water. ‘What is its purpose?’ she asked, straightening up.



‘Mighty dwimmer slumbers in the water,’ Stella explained, ‘but it won’t awaken unless I utter the right word. Once awoken, the mirror may show the past, present or future, though there is no telling which. Would you care to try?’ 



‘I prefer not’, Celestia answered. ‘Each day its burden. It is vain to grieve or rejoice in things to come, which may never come to pass.’



Stella’s questioning eyes hopped from Celestia to Luna.



‘I shall try’, Luna said.



Stella smiled. ‘I was certain you would’, she said. ‘Sit comfortably. Don’t disturb the water. And remember! Things you see will not necessarily be.’



‘Understood’, Luna answered, nodding. She bent again. She heard Stella whisper a word she didn’t understand. Suddenly the water went black, and that blackness pounced at her, and she sunk into nothingness.



‘Thou shalt have dominion over moon and night sky.’ A voice — her father’s voice — said.  Looming from the darkness she saw the foal she once was trotting alongside her father in full regalia.



‘But Dad, I don’t care about moon or night. I want sun and day, like Celestia!’ Luna protested in her tiny childish voice.



‘This is, alas, not possible’, Dad replied. ‘That which is given cannot be taken back or shared.’



‘But—’



‘There is no “but”, darling. Cosmic laws bind everyone of us. In time, thou shalt realise that thy realm is far greater than thy sister’s.’



‘But…’



The shapes dissolved into the void, replaced by a muffled incantation, like a single word endlessly repeated. A vision formed, that of a lone black figure sitting atop a high cliff under a fiery sky. At its foot stood rows upon rows of tethered ponies, hooves cuffed, heads down. They were chanting, or praying? Luna was dragged steadily closer to the prisoners, flying low over each one until she finally slowed and stopped — Luna gasped — above the bony, flayed and misshapen body of Stella herself.



She tried to yell but with a puff of smoke the vision vanished and she was back in pitch darkness.



And yet she was not alone anymore. She felt a pervading presence. Emptiness itself had become alive and intent. She shuddered. Panic, abject fear, overwhelmed her, but she was rooted to the spot.



From nowhere a gruff voice, like a mockery of her own, whispered amidst the void: ‘Hello, darling! I know we haven’t been acquainted yet, but now that you have freed me, I promise I shall be with you anywhere, anytime.



Don’t be afraid! Embrace me, and I shall save you and banish the pain you’ve been bearing deep inside all these years. Together, we shall be invincible.



I have little time now, but soon we shall meet again. Till then, remember: ’Tis better to rule in heaven, than to serve in hell. 



So long, my beauty!’



The voice changed into laughter. Luna desperately shook herself loose… and found herself looking into the pool of clear water. She was sweating profusely.



‘What did you see?’ Stella asked, concerned.



‘WHO DEVISED THIS?!’ Luna shouted. ‘WHO?!’



Stella took one step back in surprise. ‘Why, his name is Swartcoat. A very promising student. Brilliant, but meek and very bashful. I have a hard time preventing the others from bullying him because of his physical peculiarities. I think they gave him a nickname… what is it? Hmm… Oh, yes, they call him “Sombra”.’
      

      
   
      Trapped Inside the Spider-Verse


      
      
      
         
         Spider Star

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight could tell she was dreaming, because she was six years old again, and the spiders were back. She could hear them crawling beneath the wallpaper, see them in the periphery, feel them all over her own body, which she kept huddled under her starry blanket. She wished Luna were here. And then Luna was there.



Stepping out from a zipper that had appeared in mid-air, Luna flicked her nose up at Twilight in a ‘hello’. Twilight only returned half of the gesture before, hopping through the same portal, Fluttershy appeared.



“Holler if you need me,” Luna said. “I’m going to see how long I can hold my breath underwater.”



“Okay,” said Fluttershy.



With that, Luna pulled out a pair of goggles and a snorkel, fit them around her muzzle, and disappeared through the opening right as it zipped back up.



Fluttershy turned to Twilight and waved.



“Why are you here?” Twilight managed, embarrassed at her childish voice.



“Oh. Princess Luna has been delegating dreamwalking to some of us ever since she retired. Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie are helping Rarity destroy some haunted mannequins right now.”



“Really?”



“No.”



Fluttershy crept closer to the bed, then paused when she noticed something underneath. She crouched for a closer look, then stood up again. “Wow,” she said. “That’s a lot of spiders.”



Twilight crumpled up. “Uh-huh.”



“But don’t worry. You’re just having a nightmare.”



“I know I’m having a nightmare!” Twilight squeaked.



“Oh. You do?”



“I’ve been having the same one for weeks.”



Twilight shrieked at something skittering across the floor. It came from the wall and disappeared under the nightstand, but she never got a good look at it. That was the trouble with this dream. She’d never actually seen any spiders head on. They lived in the corners of her eyes.



Fluttershy reached out and caressed her mane.



“There, there,” said her friend, but for all Twilight knew she was pointing out two places in the room where there were spiders. There, and there.



“Cheer up,” Fluttershy went on. “You know, spiders are actually more scared of you than you are of them.”



Twilight met her friend’s eyes. “Does that same principle also apply to spiders in my nightmare?”



“Oh, no,” Fluttershy said with a smile. “The ones in here are fearless.” She blinked. “Um… real spiders also aren’t ever in big groups like this. They’re very anti-social. And they don’t like to travel to unfamiliar territory either.”



“But the ones in here?”



“Extroverts and explorers, yes. They want to colonize this entire room.”



Twilight’s heart launched itself into her ribs. “Any more spider facts for me?”



“Oh, sure. Have you ever heard that if you sleep with your mouth open, that spiders will crawl inside your mouth?”



“They WHAT?!” 



“Yes,” said Fluttershy. “Only it turns out that’s a myth.”



Twilight scowled. “Fluttershy?”



“Yes?”



“Lead with that part next time.”



“Okay. Sure.”



With a groan, Twilight hid her face under her blanket again. But she couldn’t block out the arachnid chatter hitting her from all sides. 



“Twilight,” said Fluttershy sternly. “Listen to me. You’re the bravest pony I know.”



Twilight shook her head. Not in here. Not against this. 



Fluttershy continued, “I’m just not sure how the strongest alicorn in Equestria is getting spooked by something so small.”



“Do you want me to zap them? They’re too fast!” 



After a moment’s pause, Fluttershy huffed. “Come on, Twilight. Surely there’s another spell you can come up with.”



Twilight thought. “I suppose I could utilize the inherent magical energy inside every living creature to force every spider in existence to burst into flames?”



Fluttershy blinked. She opened her mouth.



“Um.”



***




Luna had taught Fluttershy that closeness didn’t work the same way in dreams as it did in real life. The smallest whisper of the quietest child could be heard from a thousand miles away in a dream. The concept explained why Fluttershy, standing a mile away from Twilight’s burning childhood home, could hear each individual spider inside it hiss, whine, and pop like so many tiny balloons.



Fluttershy turned to her friend. She was looking a lot better. Maybe too much better.



“Twilight?”



“Hm?” Twilight’s grinning lips looked like two crooked spider legs.



“That spell won’t work in real life. Will it?”



Twilight turned back to the fire. Her smile opened slightly—the two spider legs cracking open to reveal teeth—or, as it seemed to Fluttershy, a batch of fresh, white eggs inside her friend’s mouth.



“You don’t think so?”
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