
      Falling Apples


      

      
      
         “Do you ever stop working?”

	

I smiled as my hooves hit old bark. “Nope.”

	

Cheerilee sighed but the hint of a smile played on her lips too as she sat beneath another tree to watch. Its branches were clean except for leaves that fluttered lightly in the chill breeze, brown spot biting into the edges of a few along the furthest branches. Had little time to waste anymore.

	

She flipped her mane, shuffling as she tried to find a more comfortable position. The extra bulge in her stomach made it difficult, but she managed to finally find one, laying down on her side and peering at me through her bangs with a small grin.

	

“You know you could always ask for help,” she said.

	

“Yep.”

	

“But you won’t, will you?”

	

“Nope.”

	

“Mac, why do you always do this to yourself? Every year, there’s ponies who’d jump at the chance to help you get this done but you never let them. Why?”

	

I nosed an empty bucket under the next tree, glancing up to make sure most of the apples would land in it square on. When I was sure, I bucked and listened to the rain of apples hitting oaken planks with dull thuds.

	

“Last orchard of the season,” I said as I pulled another set of empty buckets to the next tree. She chuckled.

	

“And that always has to get bucked by an Apple and an Apple alone, right?”

	

“A pony should always pull twice whatever he asks somepony else to pull.”

	

She laughed again. Always liked that laugh: sweet with a little tartness around the edges that bit into your tongue. She rolled back onto her side and I saw her shiver as another chill breeze came and went. I stopped pushing the next bucket.

	

“You should probably get inside,” I said. “This won’t take long.”

	

“I’m fine,” she said, waving a hoof at me. “Just forgot my coat, is all.”

	

Another gust, another shiver. One of her hooves rubbed against a foreleg as she struggled to sit up again. I left my bucket and went to help her, letting her grab my mane in her teeth and pulling her upright. She spat out a few strands and smiled at me again. I smiled back. Before I could turn around though, she put a hoof on my side and said, “Sit with me a little while?”

	

I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged and sat beside her, pulling her in close with a foreleg. She settled her head on my shoulder, eyes closed, and neither of us moved or made a sound for what felt the longest time.

	

“Sorry I can’t help more,” she said after what must have been a century.

	

“Don’t be.” I brought one hoof and teasingly rubbed her swollen stomach. “You’ve got your own orchard to take care of.”

	

“Trade you?”

	

Now it was my turn to laugh. Not quite as good as hers, but it made her smile so I couldn’t complain. “Not in a million years.”

	

She shoved me, still smiling. “So much for ‘pull twice what you ask somepony else to pull’.”

	

“I’ll buck a hundred more orchards by myself next year. You can sit here and never do anything ever again. Sound fair?”

	

“Not in a million years,” she grumbled, and I got another playful shove.

	

There was also another gust of wind, but she didn’t shiver this time. Just pressed in closer to me, until I could feel every drop of blood pulsing under her skin. Got a bit of her frazzled mane caught in my lips as she brushed her head against my chin and sighed. Always did like cold weather.	

	

“I must look awful,” she mumbled.

	

“Nope,” I said.

	

She glanced up at me, eyebrow arched. “My mane’s still a mess and there’s bags under my eyes.”

	

“Yep.”

	

“I threw up today not once, not twice, but four times today before lunch.”

	

“Yep.”

	

“One of which got on the bed.”

	

I grimaced a little. That’d been quite a wake-up call. “Yep”

	

She glanced down at her stomach, placing her hoof on top of mine. “And now I’m fat.”

	

I said nothing. She glanced back up at me, eyes narrowing.

	

“I said I’m fat.”



I continued saying nothing. Even when a bead of sweat stung one of my eyes. Her eyes were burning. Glinting.



“Am I fat?” she asked.

	

My lips stayed sealed.

	

“Big Mac, you’d better answer me right now. Am. I. Fat?”

	

“Well…”
      

      
   
      The Last Words of Star Swirl the Bearded


      

      
      
         The Last Words of Star Swirl the Bearded have always been a topic of contention amongst Equestrian scholars. According to eyewitnesses, during his last moments the great sage called for his nurse, Gorephella, a gryphon able only to speak her mother-tongue. In his hurry, he whispered a single sentence in Equestrian, which was absolutely incomprehensible to her, but in such a tone to indicate the direst urgency. Despite all efforts, she was never able to replicate whatever sounds she had heard in that moment, and so his last nugget of knowledge has been lost forever.



In most cases, such utterances would be quickly forgotten, mere curiosities said from a oxygen-depraved, half-crazed mind. However, it is known that, despite the poor state of his body, Star Swirl kept his mental faculties intact up to the hour of his death. Considering the contents of his final research, about the nature of magic and destiny itself, many believe that, in that single sentence, are secrets far beyond what modern pony society has uncovered.



One common hypothesis is that he had found the secret to immortality, to reverse the destiny shared by all mortals, but was unable to properly communicate it, thanks to a final curse left over from Discord. Others, choosing to focus on the fact Gorephella wouldn’t be able to understand him, believe the sentence itself was capable of forever changing the destiny of any pony able to understand it, and that Star Swirl tried to divulge it as an alert, lest pony society itself collapse from it.



More conspiracy minded academics, however, believe that the sage revealed, in that moment, the great betrayal of Celestia, Luna, and their yet-unnamed third sister, a secret alicorn capable of altering fate itself, and that this knowledge could only ever be held by a being with no connection to the princesses: a non-pony. In his hurry, he obviously didn’t remember the incapacity of his nurse to actually understand Equestrian, and as such, the truth was lost forever.



Twilight Sparkle knew all of these hypothesis, as well as many more obscure ones about these Last Words. After all, she had studied each one of them, cross referenced all possible sources, no matter their credibility, until she could finally pinpoint, to the minute, the time and place of her idol’s death. She, having become the Alicorn of Friendship by finishing his last incomplete spell, felt a sense of duty in finding the truth.



Luckily, with a few modifications, his own time travel spell would be able to take her to that place in distant lands, over a millennium in the past. And for such a simple task, the one minute she would have would be enough.



She charged her horn, manipulating the immense power she could now command to transport her through and time and space, managing to arrive right outside what would be his last room. A quick invisibility spell later, and she managed to easily slip in. His death bed sitting right in the middle of a room crowded by apprehensive pony academics in long, flowing robes, save for a single gryphon right next to his bed, fitting the most common description of Gorephella. One last spell, and she was able to hear clearly every single sound in the room.



She saw Star Swirl beckon with a too frail hoof for the nurse to come as close as possible, gesturing that he needed to speak. She got closer and closer, to the point his mouth was touching her ear. He took a last, ragged, painful breath, and whispered in what was, indeed, the direst of tones.



“Wonder how long these buggers will get stuck on this one.”
      

      
   
      Love Thine Enemy


      

      
      
         “What’s the situation in the Badlands?” Princess Cadence said as she slid into the seat opposite the burly earth pony. “Tundra, right?”



“Yes, ma’am,” he answered. Funny name for somepony assigned to scout a hot desert, but she supposed it didn’t matter. Talent was talent, no matter what package it came in. “I haven’t seen a changeling since the invasion. No sign of activity anywhere. I never got close enough to check inside one of their hives, but nothing coming or going.”



Cadence nodded and sipped her coffee, then nudged a cup to him as well. He wouldn’t take it; he didn’t like coffee, but it never hurt to go through the motions. Sure enough, he waved it off. Fine—more for her. “I assume the next logical step would be to investigate those,” she replied.



“Yes, ma’am.” He glanced at the full coffee cup again, looking down his nose at it. Curious, maybe. Wondering if it really tasted as bad as he expected. She’d leave it there for now—maybe he’d try it.



“Of course, if you haven’t seen anything by now, chances don’t look good. Perhaps they really have gone. Far away, possibly died out. What do you think?”



Tundra shrugged, his foreleg twitching a little. “Couldn’t say. Extinct? Would be a shame, y’know, from an ecological standpoint, I guess. But what would they do out there without a food source?”



“Speaking of which—” she pointed at the coffee again “—I think the duty sergeant brought in a box of doughnuts. In the breakroom.” Cadence angled her head toward the hallway. “You had a long night getting back here. I know they’re not exactly nutritious, but…”



He pursed his lips and shook his head. “No thanks. Body’s a temple, y’know?” With a lopsided grin, he leaned back in his chair. “So, the usual? Rest up for a week, then back on assignment?”



“I have a different idea this time, actually.” Her magic wasn’t normally attuned for such a purpose, but she’d try anyway—she brought a pink glow to her horn, and his forelegs steadied a little. Any bit she could do to help somepony with his distinguished record. More illusion than actual sustainment, but it’d last him until they’d finished the debriefing and he could get home.



“Another unremarkable status report, then?” Cadence continued. “Makes the paperwork easier.” She smiled to put him at ease.



Tundra squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed a hoof between them. “Yeah. At least you got that.” She waited a minute, but he didn’t make a move for the coffee. “Different? Like what?”



“If we manage to find a changeling in those hives, it’d probably know something. I think it’s time to go from reconnaissance to intelligence.” Tundra wrinkled his brow and looked up. “Interrogation, if possible.”



“How would you manage that?” he replied. “We tried that once, right? The captive quit feeding and starved itself.”



Cadence rose from her seat and strode over to the door. She craned her neck to see down the hallway. “My sister-in-law is an excellent student of history. She studied the previous invasion meticulously. Despite the curious absence of any trace of changelings, she’s seen some of the same little signs of their machinations. Easily ignored individually, but when taken together…”



“Are you sure?”



She nodded. “Yes. They’re out there. Somewhere. We’ll find one, and when we do, it’ll tell us everything. Did you notice that when they feed, a sort of euphoria comes over them? Similar to a drug. Like a koala and its addictive diet, as my friend Fluttershy tells me. It leaves them suggestible.”



Tundra’s face darkened, and he huffed out a snort. “Enemies though they may be, I can’t abide this. It’s unethical. And you can’t make them eat, anyway.”



“Really?” she said with a smirk.



He shoved himself back from the table, and in the window’s reflection, she could see him breathing heavily, his face flushed red. “Expect my resignation in the morning. I quit.”



“Oh, no. No, you don’t.” Her horn glowed again, and a pink aura surrounded him. His trembling body stilled once more. “Where is Tundra?” No answer. Changelings could siphon off small amounts of love at will, but when flooded with it, they had no choice. A drowning pony couldn’t help but swallow water, after all.



“Clever, soaking up love then ferrying it back to share under the guise of duty.” She pressed her nose to the pony-like face and only now saw the faint imperfections. “No, you don’t quit.”
      

      
   
      25 Famous Last Words


      

      
      
         “Come on Twilight, upsy daisy,” Rainbow Dash helped a disoriented Twilight to her hooves. She had just had a spell backfire and seemed very out of it.



“Quick memory check, what's your favorite thing to do?” 



“Flying?”



 Rainbow facehooved, ”No, that's mine. Your's is reading.”



“I’d rather be fishing,” Twilight said matter of fact.



“Ok, thats it, time to go see the princess.” Rainbow moved to grab Twilight and lead her outside. As she did, Pinkie Pie came bouncing into the library.



“Hey guys, what's up?”



“Twilight had a spell backfire...again, and now she's all loopy.”



*snort* “Maybe she has brain fungus. And the brain mushrooms will take over and become an evil Twilight and cause us all to become zombie-like but definitely not zombies cause that would be silly.”



Rainbow stared at her with a flat look. “No Pinkie, she just has a concussion," she glanced worriedly at Twilight, "probably.” 



Twilight had stood quietly by during all this, slowly taking it all in. “Is it not meningitis?” she asked.



“What? Probably not, I don't know since I'm not a doctor. Though Pinkie actually saying something that is apparently a real thing and not completely random is surprising.”



“Thomas Jefferson…” Pinkie butted in.



“There we are, back to normal. Ok, time to go Twilight. Say goodbye to pinkie?”



“I’m going away tonight. Tomorrow, I shall no longer be here.”



“Close enough. Be back later Pinkie.”



With that Rainbow pulled Twilight onto her back and started the short flight to Canterlot.



“You have won, O Galilean,” Twilight yelled as the flew away.



“You're not about to die on me are you?” Rainbow asked her load.



“I am about to — or I am going to — die: either expression is correct,” came the muffled reply.








The remaining flight was mostly quiet, until the final leg when Twilight began to squirm.



“Hey Rainbow! How about this for a headline for tomorrow’s paper? French Fries!” With that said, she grabbed ahold of Rainbows’ midsection, locking her wings closed, and began flying herself.



“What are you doing Twilight? Let me go, we only have a little ways to go!” Rainbow struggled against Twilights earth pony like grip.



“This is the last of Equestria! I am content!”



“What does that even mean? You're not strong enough to carry a pony safely yet.”



“Then we shall go, to the strongest!”



 “Great, we came all the way from home to the palace to die. Please, Faust, don’t let me fall,” Rainbow cried as they began to lose altitude.



“Don't you dare ask Faust to help me”



“Hit the water, hit the water, hit the water!”



They landed with a large splash in the cities largest fountain. Luckily, neither of them was injured and Rainbow looked over at Twilight who sat in the water with a cherub spraying onto her head.



“Do you hear the rain? Do you hear the rain?”



Rainbow sighed and put Twilight back onto her back. On the way they accidently bumped into a pony smoking.



Twilight looked curiously at him. “Can I have one of those?” she asked him.



“No, you certainly can’t.”



Twilight ignored him and took one anyways.



“Put out the bloody cigarette!” yelled Rainbow.



“Pardon me, Sir, I did not do it on purpose," she said to the colt she had taken it from as they past.



He looked at the sight of two mares, one of which had both a horn and wings. “I should have never switched from Scotch to Martinis.”



After making it to Celestias study, Twilight rolled off of Rainbows back and proceeded to crawl towards Celestia in an overly dramatic fashion.



“These are my last words, and I am certain that my sacrifice will not be in vain, I am certain that, at the very least, it will be a moral lesson that will punish felony, cowardice and treason. I pray you to bear me witness that I meet my fate like a brave stallion.”



“Twilight, you're a mare," said Rainbow flatly.



“I shall be with Celestia, and that is enough,” Twilight then passed out at the foot of the throne. Saying Celestia was confused would be an understatement. Just then Luna walked in with a nightcap on and a cup of cocoa.



“Are you alright?” Celestia asked her sister.



“I can't sleep,” Luna replied, taking in both Rainbow and Twilights sopping wet forms.



“I am perplexed.”



“You called?” said discords head, appearing from her cocoa mug.



 “Discord, get out!”
      

      
   
      You Had to Say It


      

      
      
         “Why, this is such a great day! The birds in the sky, the fishes in the stream, the bees in the air! How could anything go wrong?”



“No!” Twilight and Pinkie Pie looked at each other, and then at Discord, who was still stunned by the reaction.



“What?” Discord scratched his head. “Is there any problem?”



Pinkie narrowed her eyes, “You never challenge Lady Fate! She’s an old meanie who always do nasty things!”



“Uh…” Twilight scratched her head. “I was just gonna say it’s bad luck. But thinking about it, the last time I did that I almost destroyed Ponyville…”



Pinkie gasped, “Wait, you said that too? Are you crazy?”



“Actually, I was so happy at the time I made a song about it…”



Eyes bulging, Pinkie screamed, “What!”



“Girls, girls.” Discord looked at Pinkie Pie. “There is no ‘Lady Fate’. I, of all people, would know. And this whole tempting fate thing is just a bunch of hogwash, a …” 



“Twitchy tail!” 



“Huh?” Discord looked at Pinkie, failing to notice a stone in the middle of the path. It caught the gap in his cloven hoof, sending him into the air, arms flailing like chicken wings, directly into the stream.



Giggling, Pinkie said, “I tried to warn you.”



“Please.” Discord dislodged a fish from his ear. “It was just a coincidence, nothing more.”



Twilight shook her head slowly, holding back a giggle of her own. “I don’t think there is much coincidence when Pinkie is involved. Trust me, I learned the hard way.”



“Why, you, the miss ‘everything has an explanation’, defending…” Discord’s eyebrows shot up, his lip curling in a smile. Climbing out of the stream, he shot amused glances at both mares. “Oh, I see. You are trying to trick me. Pinkie does the distracting, and then the high and mighty Twilight uses her princessly magic to prank me and say it’s a coincidence. Well played, but it won’t work again.”

 

“No, silly, I would never…” Pinkie rubbed her chin. “Wait, I would totally prank you. But I’m not doing it right now. Really, truly, sincerely!”



Discord narrowed his eyes. “Do you pinkie promise you had nothing to do with this?”



“No, silly,” Pinkie said amid a giggle, “that is not how the promise works. I can’t promise something that already happened.”



“Then I don’t believe you.” Discord got to the center of the road, legs apart, arms raised as if to grab the sky, carefully watching both mares. “Nothing can go wrong, nothing can go wrong, nothing can go wrong. Done. Now let’s see this ‘Lady Fate’ do anything.”



“Uh, Discord…”



“Good try, having Twilight distract me this time, but no. I’m not taking my eyes out of you both.”



“I would look behind if I was you.”



“So Twilight can do something to me? No, Pinkie, I’m not falling —”



The two mares jumped into the stream, panic in their faces, leaving behind an utterly confused Discord. He slowly turned…








“Ow, my head. Did anyone get the plate of… whatever it was that hit me?”



“Here.” Twilight threw something square atop the bed. “The wagon was reduced to kindling anyway, so Caramel let me have it.”



Discord rolled his eyes and looked around. He was in a large circular room, the decoration looking like something he would do when he had a sweet tooth. He was in a bed with blue and pink sheets, balloons floating above his head, an arm and a leg in a cast. “Wait, why I’m here? Shouldn’t I be in a hospital, or at Fluttershy’s cottage?”



“Well,” Twilight shifted, looking down, “the hospital didn’t want you there; they said it would be stressful for the other patients. And fluttershy is at Canterlot, helping Luna tame a cockatrice.”



“Don’t you worry, Discord!” Pinkie climbed the stairs into the room. “I can take care of you. I already got a ‘Get Well Soon’ party planned, you see, and Gummy can keep you company, and…”



“Oh, goodness.” Discord inhaled slowly. “Can this day get any worse?”
      

      
   
      The Worst It Could Possibly Be


      

      
      
         It started like any regular Monday, with the alarm waking me up far earlier than it had the right to. I walked downstairs and started cooking up some breakfast, (waffles with golden syrup. Only good part of a Monday, if you ask me,) when I heard some screaming. So I looked outside, being a good citizen, to see what the matter was.



To no surprise, I saw the Flower trio running around aimlessly, screaming about the end of the world. I thought nothing of it at the time, given that they were always screaming about some catastrophe or another. If I knew the universe was going to end that day, I probably would have paid more attention.



So then I turned back to the waffles, and lo and behold, they were burnt! Stupid Mondays, ruining my breakfast. It was the perfect batter too. Ah well, no use crying over burnt batter. I quickly mixed up another batch and started cooking, when I heard another voice add itself to the fray. I was about to turn and see what the matter was, but then I thought, ‘Ah, trying to catch me off guard again, eh, Monday? Well, you won’t fool this dragon a second time!’ Heh. Sure showed Monday that time. Perfect waffles, nice and crisp, golden syrup filling the little squares, delicious.



Sorry for the drool there.



But by the time I’d finished off the waffles, it almost sounded like the whole town had started screaming. As it turns out, I wasn’t far from the truth there.



So I went outside and tried to ask some ponies what all the screaming was about, but that didn’t really work. They just kept on screaming. Eventually I found one of my friends, Pinkie Pie, and tried to ask her what was going on.



She put down her popcorn, grabbed my head and tilted it up, so that I could see the sun and moon in the sky, having a laser battle. “Odds are on the sun at the moment, but the moon can dodge like no pony’s business!” She said, reclining on her beach chair and reclaiming her popcorn, which she then held out to me. “Want some?”



“No thanks, Pinkie, I think I need to find Twilight. This seems Elements of Harmony important.”



“Oh, they won’t work. Discord turned bad and stole them again. He also turned Cerberus into a three-headed potted plant and transformed Fillydelphia into a giant amusement park. I hear they have the best rollercoaster in Equestria!”



“...What? How did- How do you know all of this?”



“Oh, our queen made a deal with him in exchange for giving him the princesses when they took over Equestria.”



“...Our quee-” Fwoosh! “Oh, you’re a changeling. I’ll just be running now.”



“Bye Spike! See you on the other side of total annihilation!”



It is at this point that I ran as fast as my feet could carry me towards the library, hoping that Twilight could bring some sense of reason to all of this. Yeah, that didn’t work.



“Twilight! Discord is free and the Elements are gone and Pinkie was replaced by a changeling and changelings have taken over Equestria and-”



“Twilight’s not here Spike. It’s just your old pal Discord now!” Oh, right, Twilight’s a princess now, which means Discord got her as part of the deal. I guess that’s why she didn’t come downstairs for waffles. “Exactly right, Spike. And yes, I can read your mind.”



“...So let me get this straight. The sun and moon are fight-”



“Celestia and Luna. I trapped them in the sun and moon and made them fight.”



“...So they’re fighting a giant laser death battle in the sky, changelings have taken over all of Equestria, you’ve turned evil again, and the Elements of Harmony are nowhere to be found.”



“That pretty much sums it up. I can see why Twilight kept you here, very astute for a young dragon.”



“Well then. I don’t think today could get any worse.”



Discord just started grinning wider and wider before he said, “I was hoping you would say that.”



Then he snapped his fingers, and the universe ended.








“...So what do you think?”



“That is quite possibly, the most chaotic story I’ve ever heard. Could you write it down? This tofu noodle soup does not work well for Tatzlwurm flu. A big old bowl of chaos is just what I need right now,” Discord said, before sneezing against Twilight’s quarantine force field.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie Makes Brownies


      

      
      
         	Princess Twilight Sparkle rounded the corner and saw Sugarcube Corner. Pinkie Pie had invited Twilight over to the Sugarcube Corner just this morning, and Twilight could only wonder what kind of cupcakes she would have her test today. 



	Walking toward the building, Twilight opened the door to reveal the inside. Walking toward the kitchen, Twilight watched a pink, poofy-maned mare take a fresh batch of brownies out of the oven. 



	"Hi, Pinkie. You wanted me to test some cupcakes today?" greeted Twilight.



	"Yup-eroono!" replied Pinkie, facing toward Twilight, as she placed the fresh plate of brownies onto the table.



	"Anyways, I want you to test some brownies!" exclaimed Pinkie, as she bounded her way toward Twilight.



	"Brownies? But don't you normally make cupcakes?" asked Twilight.



	"Silly, I'm a pastry chef, Twilight! I make pastries!" exclaimed Pinkie, as she guided Twilight — who was busy rolling her eyes — toward the brownies. Once Twilight made her way toward the table, Pinkie bounced around to the other side. 



	Scooping a brownie off of the plate, Pinkie shoved the pastry towards Twilight's face, causing Twilight to flinch half a step backwards. "Try it!" Pinkie gestured. 



	"Pinkie, I think I can eat a pastry myself," glared Twilight, as she floated a brownie off of the plate, completely ignoring the brownie shoved into her face.



	Clearly pissed, Pinkie glared back at Twilight. "What? You don't trust the pastries I give you?" accused Pinkie.



	Twilight, slightly confused, wondered what Pinkie was trying to say. "Pinkie, what are you —"



	"My pastries are not filled with anything suspicious and I can prove it to you!" Pinkie yammered, taking a bite of half of the brownie in her hoof. 



	Rolling her eyes once again, Twilight watched on as Pinkie angrily chew the brownie. "As I was trying to say, Pinkie, what are you —"



	"Were you always this purple, Twilight?" asked a heavily drowsy Pinkie, dropping the rest of the brownie.



	"Pinkie," Twilight said with a stern and serious tone. "What did you put in those brownies."



	"Twilight! There's a huge green ogre behind you!" screamed Pinkie, leaping off toward Twilight's direction, tackling her off her hooves, causing the brownie in Twilight's grasp to fall.



	Planting Twilight on her back, Pinkie stared into Twilight's eyes. "I didn't know you liked it on the bottom," Pinkie said lovingly, as she bit her bottom lip.



	"Pinkie!" yelled Twilight, yanking Pinkie off herself with a magical grasp. Getting up, Twilight glared toward Pinkie. "I am trying to be serious right now! What in Equestria did you put in those brownies?!"



	"Uh," Pinkie thought, tapping her hoof onto her chin while still floating in mid-air. "I don't know. I found some really cool looking tablet-looking things inside this orange container Mrs. Cake puts in her drawers, along with a green plant Mr. Cake keeps in the basement.  I tasted some and they tasted really good! I thought you might want to try some too, so I —"



	Letting go of Pinkie with her telekinesis, Twilight became angry. "Pinkie, not only is that stealing, but do you have any idea what those kinds of drugs do —"



	"The green ogre is back!" screamed Pinkie, as a confused Twilight looked back at Pinkie, who locked back and punched Twilight's muzzle, causing Twilight to fly off her own hooves once again. 



	Twilight moaned in pain, rubbing her bloody muzzle with her hooves to ease off the pain. Slowly getting up, Twilight opened her eyes to witness a pink mare during a full blown seizure. 



	"Pinkie!" Twilight screamed, sprinting over toward Pinkie Pie, foam coming out of her mouth. "Pinkie, how many pills did you put inside the brownie?" 



	Pinkie didn't respond, as she spasmed on the floor some more.



	Twilight glanced around the room, finding the brownie on the ground. Twilight brought it up to her face with magic, only to find that it had been chalked with various drugs, wrapped by a green plant and chocolate.



	Pinkie's seizure stopped, as Twilight stared at the brownie in horror. Twilight, looking with serious fear toward her friend, wondered if she was alright.



	"Woah, don't do drugs kids," Pinkie muttered through the foam, before going limp. 



	"Pinkie!" Twilight screamed, leaning over Pinkie's face. "Pinkie!" Twilight screamed again, tears rolling onto her face.



	Then, with a flash, Twilight teleported off with Pinkie's corpse.
      

      
   
      Those Awful Rumors 'Round Town


      

      
      
         "I heard she sleeps in a cardboard box." Silver Spoon smirked.



"I've been over to her house before," Sweetie Belle said, "that's not true!"



"Yeah!" Apple Bloom added. "Back off!"



Diamond Tiara clucked her tongue. "It could always be the orphanage."



"That's a good point," Truffle Shuffle said, wincing as everyone looked at him. "I-I'm only saying I've never met her parents."



"Maybe it ith her houthe and thee liveth there all by herthelf!"



"Aw, Twist, not you too!" Apple Bloom frowned.



"I heard her parents were dead," said Archer, entering their circle.



Truffle cleared his throat. "It could be only one of her parents is dead, and the other works extra jobs to support them."



Diamond Tiara flipped her mane. "Like, who works two jobs?"



"Yeah." Silver Spoon snickered. "I bet her parents refuse to be seen with her because she can't fly." She and Diamond cackled.



"That ain't nice!" Apple Bloom stamped her hoof. "Why y'all talkin' about Scoots behind her back?"



"We don't mean any harm, honetht," Twist said, grinning sheepishly.



"What if Princess Celestia were her mother?" Truffle said, humming. "Her flightlessness could be due to inbreeding among the nobility."



Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon stared, agape.



"Eww!" Silver Spoon said. "Why would you even think about something like that?"



After a pause, Archer asked, "What if they live in Cloudsdale and sent her here since she can't fly?"



"What if they're really thick and Thcoot hathta take care of 'em?"



"What if she never had parents?" Sweetie Belle cheered, hopping in place. "What if she's really a changeling?"



"Or a space alien?" Archer said, grinning.



"E-nough!"



Apple Bloom held her head low, snorting and panting as she glared at them. "Sweetie, you should be ashamed of yourself!"



Sweetie Belle's face fell. "Sorry," she mumbled.



"And the rest o' y'all should know better!" Apple Bloom ground her teeth. "Gossipin' somepony's personal business when they ain't around ain't right!"



"Ugh," Diamond said, flipping her mane again, "what's the big deal? We're just wondering about your dumb friend."



"Perhaps we should consider asking her ourselves," Truffle said, pointing behind them.



Instantly, all seven foals surrounded Scootaloo, pelting her with questions.



"Cardboard box?"



"Celestia?"



"Orphanage?"



"Thpathe alien?"



"What the...?" Scootaloo backed up against the swingset. "What are you talking about?"



"We ain't never met your parents!" Apple Bloom rushed over, planting her forehooves on Scootaloo's shoulders. "What happened, Scoot? You can tell me, honest!"



Sweetie Belle shot her an irritated look, adding, "We're just concerned. We want to make sure you're being cared for."



Scootaloo's face darkened. "Oh, I see. I know those rumors everypony says about me!" She move Apple Bloom's embrace, adopting a mocking tone. "'Scoot can't fly 'cuz she's a chicken! She's got no parents, blah-de-blah-de-blah!' You should be ashamed of yourselves for believing that garbage."



Everyone except Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon lowered their heads.



"So which is it, chicken?" Diamond said, leering.



Scootaloo glowered. "I live in a big house! And not an orphanage either." She kicked her scooter under herself, wings buzzing. "And I've got all the parents I could ever want!"



Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle exchanged concerned looks as Scootaloo zipped out of the playground.








The tears cleared before Scootaloo made it home. It wasn't like she hadn't been hearing that crap her entire life. But coming from her best friends, it was harder to take.



"Welcome home, honey!" cried a yellow-and-blue unicorn mare from the front door. Scootaloo smiled, placing her scooter in its front yard spot before wiping her hooves.



"How was school, champ?" asked an orange-and-purple pegasus stallion.



"It was great!" She unbuckled her helmet, placing it on the hatrack.



A yellow-and-blue unicorn's head poked around the kitchen doorframe, smiling. "Welcome home! Dinner's in the oven."



"Thanks, mom!" Scootaloo called.



Another yellow-and-blue unicorn took her backpack. Another orange-and-purple pegasus hugged her. A unicorn mare dusted bookshelves, and another fed the fish. An orange-and-purple pegasus zipped downstairs, a yellow-and-blue unicorn shouting after him.



"No flying in the house!"



"Don't mind her, sport," he said to Scootaloo. "Hoofball before dinner?"



"Maybe tomorrow, dad," she said, taking a spot in the living room. He tousled her mane, leaving by the front door.



Scootaloo sat back, watching her household move. Everywhere, a blue-and-yellow unicorn mare and an orange-and-purple pegasus stallion moved together, cleaning, playing, laughing. Something welled in her throat, her face contorting before tears slid out. She sniffed, but more came.



"I've got... a-all the parents... I could ever w-want..."
      

      
   
      Rain


      

      
      
         This day isn’t something I’d like to see so soon… Princess Celestia thought as rain pelted her umbrella in her magical grip. It hadn’t seemed fair, no… it wasn’t fair. Not even to him. It wasn’t fair that he—controversial as he was---should have been snuffed out this early in his life.



But life wasn’t fair. It never was. Nopony foresaw the war when they made first contact. Neither did the griffons, nor did the deers. All hoped that friendship and harmony would spring when they sent their envoys and diplomats to the Wolfish Khanate in the Far East—the ponies had peaceful contacts when the griffons came to Equestria across the seas after all, despite being predators.



No one asked for the war. No one asked for the death and destruction. But life wasn’t fair. It never was. Maybe the deers should have seen it coming, given that the contact they had with the griffon had been swords and conquering. But hope was blinding and thus everyone paid the price, including him, along with many mares and stallions. They all gave their lives for the defense of freedom.



“Blueblood had changed quite a lot, had he not?”



The voice of her sister, Princess Luna, jolted her out of her reverie. Celestia spied out of the corner of her eye at the dusk alicorn. Luna’s countenance held nothing. But the slight downcast and quiver of her eyes belied that—she was sad. They sat at the far back of the gathered ponies—a larger turnout than either had expected, given who was being buried, each covered under an umbrella.



Celestia said nothing for the moment, watching a white unicorn mare as she walked down the center aisle to a little podium, an umbrella over her in her pink aura. A black shawl hid the mare’s face and her two toned pink mane tied up in a neat bun but Celestia caught something glistening through the translucent material.



“Maybe he had, maybe he hadn’t,” she finally said.



At the reply, Luna angled her head toward Celestia. “What do you mean, sister?” She frowned. “Certainly, in his bit to woo the heart of Cloud Swirl, his wife and now widow, he had shed most, if not all of his old nasty attitude and all that to marry a commoner.”



The mare, Cloud Swirl, gave two taps on the mic and when she was satisfied that the mic was working, begun her eulogy of her dead husband.



Celestia met the eyes of Luna. “That was what it seemed to everypony but privately? I believe most of his ‘attitude’ had been to dissuade mares who wanted him for the status and wealth.”



Luna snorted. “That did not change his disdain of the commoners nor excuse his cowardice. His pursuit of Cloud Swirl must have forced him to confront his flaws and defeat them.”



Celestia smiled. “I… concede that point to you, Luna. Cloud Swirl was perhaps the best thing to ever happen to Blueblood. I’ve never seen him so attentive and supportive to anypony other than her…”



Luna returned the smile. “Indeed. Love is such a powerful force, to turn a sniveling, elitist coward into a caring, loving husband.”



Cloud Swirl slumped, sobbing as her eulogy near its end. Nopony applauded, only hanging their heads at the sight of the distraught mare.



“But life wasn’t fair,” Celestia said.



The smile disappeared off Luna’s face. “No, life never was.”



The two sisters watched as two solemn faced guards helped Cloud Swirl off the podium. As soon as the trio was off, more guards in their gold plated armor removed the stage, giving a clear view of a rectangular hole cut into the ground. 



The sea of black umbrellas stood up. A slow rendition of ‘the Taps’ was started by a lone trumpet. A coffin carried by the pallbearers marched into view from the right and turned towards the hole after they crossed the front of the crowd.



“At least he saved the lives of his unit…” Celestia inclined her head.



Luna joined her sister in the action. “At the cost of his life… The line was faltering and was on the verge of routing but he stood and led the counter charge that routed the enemy…”



“‘I— We don’t want to be food!’”



Luna sniffed. “It could have been more eloquent.”



“But it will still go into the history books,” Celestia solemnly as the pallbearers lowered the coffin into the hole.



“Indeed, it will.”
      

      
   
      Listen


      

      
      
         Was this a terrible mistake?



Sister Loquacious looked up at the ceiling of the chapel, at the domes that had withstood rain and sleet and centuries without complaint. Rigid and unchanging, buttressed by tradition. Or perhaps, as it seemed to her at the moment, just enslaved to it.



“A bit for your thoughts?” came a voice from behind her, a voice as worn down by time as the grooves in the stone stairs that lead up to this sacred room. The very heart of Reduit. Where else but the heart would the little pink alicorn foal in the cradle before her be situated? “The vow hasn’t started yet, after all. Unless you were all sneaky and made it already.”



Sister Loquacious winced. Abbess Songbird still had a way of creeping up on her. Fifteen years serving at the abbey and she'd never quite gotten used to it. “I’m sorry, Abbess. I know I’m not really supposed to be in here, but—”



Abbess Songbird silenced her with a raised hoof and a smile that accentuated the already-deep lines around her eyes. “It’s alright. You must have a lot on your mind.”



“I do, yes.” The Abbess sat beside her and said nothing, waiting with the patience of one who knew when a mare needed to find a question on her own. “Abbess, why did you choose me?”



“Why did you submit yourself as a candidate?” she asked right back. “I’ll admit I was a little surprised when you did. You’ve never had any trouble living up to your name.”



Sister Loquacious thought on it for a moment. That moment a year ago seemed so far away now. “I’m hoping I’ve gotten all that out of my system. I think my devotion is strong, but what if it isn’t enough? What if I stub a hoof or bark my shin and accidentally say something?”



“Well then,” said Abbess Songbird, face growing stern, “you would never be heard from again.” Then she winked. “Of course, not being heard from is rather the point of taking a vow of silence. Sister Bluebelle managed just fine, Princesses rest her soul. Still, if you don’t want to do this I can choose another.”



Sister Loquacious gaped at her. “You can’t do that! I mean, you said that the Princess-Goddess herself gave a sign!”



A little coo drifted from the cradle as said Princess-Goddess turned over in her sleep. It was, after all, the Sacred Naptime. The abbess put a hoof to her ear and leaned towards it before letting out an exaggerated gasp. “Why, did you hear that? The Princess-Goddess, in her infinite wisdom, has just decreed that Sister Loquacious may, if she so chooses, go back to working in the gardens. I, as her humble servant, have no choice but to obey.” She laid a hoof over Loquacious’ wrinkled robes, specially dyed blue to signify the new role she was preparing to step into. “Amazing what you can hear when you’re listening. All the Princess-Goddess asks is that you open your heart to her. If you do, utterly and truly, then when we are blessed with the First Word you will hear it no matter how far away you may be. The scriptures say that even your predecessors, all the mares who bore the duties of being She Who Listens, will hear it from the world beyond.”



Sister Loquacious slowly nodded, and her ear twitched at the smack of tiny lips from within the cradle as the Princess-Goddess shifted to make herself more comfortable. There were symphonies in that one little note, for anypony who would try to hear them.



She would try.



“I’m ready, Abbess,” she said.



“I know, dear,” said Abbess Songbird. “Step up to the cradle. Make your promise.”



Sister Loquacious crept as silently as she could towards the sleeping filly, but despite her efforts her hoof falls echoed through the room. Amazing that she’d never until now noticed such sounds. Looking down on the object of her devotion, she smiled at the little puddle of divine slobber pooling beside a tiny cheek. It was just impossible not to smile when you looked at her. She turned back to the Abbess, who nodded. It wasn’t a complicated ceremony; that part would come later. But this was the important bit.



Sister Loquacious took a deep breath and let it out. “Mi amore,” she began, savoring the last sounds that would, Princess-Goddess willing, ever pass her lips, “now and forever, I am listening.”
      

      
   
      Moving Heaven and Earth


      

      
      
         “She lies.”



“But she bears the mark of the Sun on her flank, brother.”



“One pony, lifting the Sun? Absurd.”



“Thou art absurd!” Luna glowered at the big, dumb wizard pony. “Thou art jealous because thou cannot do it on thine own!”



“That’s enough, Luna,” Celestia said, gently resting her hoof on the filly’s shoulder.



“But, sister—”



“That’s enough.”



“Yes, know thy place,” the unicorn said, sneering at Luna before turning back to his companions.



“But they are wrong, sister. I saw you lift the Sun this morn with mine very own eyes.”



“I know, Luna. But they do not.”



The rap of hoof on wood drew the heads of all those assembled to the Archmage, the elderly mare clearing her throat to quiet the murmurs of the assembled magi.



“It has been decided that, since Celestia claims to have lifted the Sun on her own, she will not require our assistance with the Moon this eve. Celestia, are you prepared to prove your claim?”



Celestia frowned. “Raising the Sun was most taxing; might I ask for—”



“No,” the Archmage interrupted curtly. “There are already rumors that we, the Council of Magi, are no longer necessary because a single unicorn can lift the Sun on her own. We wish to quell this rumor instantly. Is that understood?”



“So you wish for me to fail.”



“You shall fail, for all to see, if you continue to stake this mad claim.”



Celestia’s eyes hardened. “I do not lie. I accept your test.”



“But it isn’t fair!”



Celestia looked down at her sister, a sad smile on her lips. “It is not, but I shall persevere.”








“It is time,” the Archmage said, leering. “It is not too late. Say to all those assembled that you and your sister were misunderstood, and you may leave with your honor intact.”



“I will not lie,” Celestia said stiffly, “Nor impugn the honor of my sister to claim that she was spreading tales when she was speaking the truth.”



“Very well then.” The Archmage raised her voice. “Celestia claims to be able to move heaven and earth on her own! I say, let her try. If she cannot raise the Moon on her own, then all will have a few extra moments of sunlight to enjoy this evening.” The mare turned to Celestia, extending her hoof expectantly.



Luna smiled at her sister. “Lift the Moon, sister!” she shouted.



“I shall,” Celestia said, bowing her head and closing her eyes, the assembled unicorns falling silent as her horn shone with the color of the Sun.



“She’s doing it!” one shouted, lifting their hoof and pointing towards the sky as the Sun sank towards the horizon.



Luna grinned, watching the Archmage as the old pony bit her lip, several of the magi beginning to talk amongst themselves before, suddenly, Celestia sagged, the light from her horn fading.



“As I thought,” the Archmage said, stepping forward to address the crowd.



“Thou art cheating!” Luna shouted. “My sister is tired!”



“A likely excuse.”



Celestia grimaced, bracing her hooves on the ground as she pointed her horn straight out towards the horizon, the alabaster surface burning with heavenly fire once more.



“See! Watch the sun sink!” Luna shouted, pointing towards the horizon as the disc of the sun began to vanish beyond the distant hills, the sky turning red, then purple before Celestia sank to her knees once more, her magic fading as the sky turned black.



An uncomfortable silence fell over all those assembled, ponies looking up towards the sky, eyes flickering across the heavens for some sign.



“I think we have seen enough,” the Archmage pronounced. “Where is the Moon?” She lifted her hoof, waving it at the sky. “There is no sign.”



Luna’s heart sank as she looked out onto the crowd, the assembled ponies beginning to nod. Tearing her eyes away from the crowd, she looked up at the sky, and concentrated. “Please, Moon, show yourself,” she said, closing her eyes and drawing upon her own magic.



“And now a foal—”



The Archmage’s words were drowned in a sea of gasps. Luna permitted herself a smile as she swayed on her hooves, suddenly feeling a strong pair of hooves wrapping themselves around her middle as her legs gave out.



“Did we do it?” she murmured.



“No, sister; I had already given up.”



Luna slowly opened her eyes to the sight of Celestia’s smile, burning bright in the moonlight.



“You did it on your own.”
      

      
   
      The Last Line


      

      
      
         And they lived happily ever after.



And that was the end of that.



That’s all, folks!



“Ugh!” Spike tossed his pencil to the ground. “TWILIGHT! I need help again!”



It took only a moment for Twilight to find her favorite baby dragon, sitting at his desk with a pile of papers strewn about him. She chuckled. “Still having trouble with your story, Spike?”



“Yeah… well, no. I mean, I’m done!” He gestured at the heaps of scrawled-upon paper. “But now I don’t know how to end it. Everything I write just seems cheesy, or lame. You know?”



Twilight arched an eyebrow. “You’re writing a children’s story, Spike. Isn’t it okay if it’s a little cheesy?”



Spike frowned. “No, I… aww, nevermind. You don’t get it.” He turned back to his story “Forget it, I’ll figure something out.”



Twilight trotted in front of his desk, forcing him to look at her. “Come on, try me. What’s wrong?”



Spike looked away with a pout, but after a moment he sighed and turned back toward her. “Well, it’s just that… so, I said I’d write a story for the Cake twins, right? And Mr. and Mrs. Cake were all like, ‘Oh, Spike, that’s so sweet of you, We’re sure they’ll love it, you’re so talented,’ right? I mean, talk about pressure, right?”



“They’re babies, Spike! I don’t—”



“So am I!” he yelled, and Twilight’s wings flared out in surprise. “I mean…” he continued, more quietly, “you always call me a baby dragon, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care, does it? Just because someone’s still little, that doesn’t mean they can’t have something nice.” He looked down at his feet. “I guess, I just—”



He was stopped short as Twilight pulled him into a tight hug. “You’re right, Spike,” she said as she held him. “I guess I forgot that just because they aren’t adults, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try your best."  Spike didn't answer, but he nodded into her shoulder.



After a moment, she released him, and her eyes drifted down to the page. “So, what’s wrong with ‘happily ever after?’ You wrote them a fairytale, didn’t you? That seems like a pretty good ending.”



Spike shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what I thought at first, but…” he grabbed his pencil off the floor, gesturing as he spoke, “...but it doesn’t really seem like it fits. Sir Pound and Lady Pumpkin saved Stableton, but when you say ‘happily ever after,’ it just…” he ground his free hand into his temple. “Arg! I don’t even know what I’m trying to say.”



Twilight looked thoughtfully at the page. “Maybe the problem is that the story’s not really over.”



Spike gaped. “You mean I’ve got to keep writing?”



“No!  Not unless you want to.” Twilight scrunched up her nose as she thought. “What I mean is… well…” Her eyes lit up as the words she was looking for came to her. “If you were going to write a story about you and me, where would it end?”



Spike shrugged. “I don’t know. When you became a princess, maybe?”



Twilight nodded. “Right, that would be a good place to stop the story—but it wouldn’t be the end, would it? It’s not like nothing else happened after I got my wings.”



“Yeah, I guess… maybe it could end after you and the girls beat Tirek, and we got this tree-castle?”



“That would be another good place to stop—but it’s still not the end.”



Spike threw up his hands. “What, am I supposed to end with, ‘and then she asked me what the end of the story should be?’ That’d be a terrible ending!”



Twilight beamed. “Exactly. Because that’s not the end either, is it? You and I have so much more to do, and so much more to see. Things we can’t even imagine yet! You can’t really tell the end of our story at all. All you can do is tell a part of it.”



“So… your advice is ‘it’s impossible?'”



“My advice is ‘don’t worry about the last line so much.’” She tousled his scales, then trotted toward the door. “It’s not the end, after all. Just the end of the part you’re telling.”



Spike turned back to his story as she left the room, frowning at the page. For a long time, he thought.  Suddenly, a smile crossed his face. Setting pencil to paper, he wrote the final words:



And they both had many more wonderful adventures… but that’s a story for another day. 
      

      
   
      Half-Moon


      

      
      
         A full moon illuminated the barren streets of Canterlot. A mere five hours earlier, the air had buzzed with laughter and hushed conversation. Now, only the rare pony could be seen silently stumbling home after a long night. The city became a patchwork quilt of light as more buildings grew dark. From the highest balcony of Canterlot Castle, Princess Luna watched as the life was drained from her city.



The impatient tapping of a hoof broke Luna’s concentration, forcing her to spin around. Her eyes 

met a jet black mare with a flowing purple mane. Luna tripped over herself as she scrambled to back away from the intruder, Nightmare Moon. “You? The Elements… this is impossible!”



The black mare stepped forward as a haunting grin crept upon her face. “Did you really think that Equestria could forget about me so easily?” Luna regained her balance and desperately tried to match the villain’s gaze. Just as she recovered her composure, Nightmare Moon turned around and walked to the edge of the balcony.  



Waving her hoof toward the deserted streets of Canterlot, Nightmare Moon announced, “it is so nice that the ponies have grown to love you so much during your time in Equestria.” 



Luna shrank against the words. “They are growing to accept-”



 Nightmare Moon snorted, cutting her off. “Oh shush, you weren’t supposed to answer that.” She turned to face Luna. “Ponies definitely do seem to admire you, Luna. How did you win such affection? Tell me,” she lowered her voice and started walking toward Luna, “how long has it been since somepony bowed to you without the presence of Celestia?”



The princess finally found her strength. She drew herself up and demanded, “Enough, why come back now after all this time? Explain yourself!” 



Nightmare Moon tilted her head backwards and laughed. “You have to be joking. You actually thought I was gone? No, We have always existed and We always will. The Elements of Harmony only weakened me. Tell me, what happened after we were defeated?” 



Luna did not have to think hard to remember the events of that night. She remembered them as if they’d happened yesterday. “Celestia forgave me and asked if I would rule with her, as her friend.”



Nightmare Moon rolled eyes and stepped closer to Luna. “And you believe that is what you are doing now? You are Celestia’s novelty.”



Luna fought every muscle in her body to stand her ground. “That isn’t true, Celestia would-”



“Really, is that so?” She stepped forward so that she was face to face with Luna. “Tell me then, why is it that Cadance has the Crystal Empire and even Twilight Sparkle has her own castle, yet you remain here as Celestia’s lap dog? Where is your kingdom?”



Luna inched her face closer to Nightmare Moon’s. “This is my kingdom.”



She laughed in Luna’s face. “You don’t really believe that, and you never have. The ponies worship Celestia and her day, not us, and you know that.” She lowered her head and whispered into Luna’s ear. “Think about it. We have watched them. We have seen how they defeated Discord, Chrysalis and Tirek. We know their weaknesses and strengths. We also have followers. You have won the trust of Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle and perhaps even Twilight and her friends.Together we would unstoppable, and the night would last forever!”



“No!” Luna cried as she threw her hoof at Nightmare Moon’s face. Her hoof pierced through the body as it erupted into a cloud of purple smoke. It rose and dissipated into the night sky. “I will never betray Celestia!”



She walked to the edge of the balcony and looked down upon Canterlot. The city was wrapped in shadows, and nopony could be seen.







As the sun began to rise, Luna heard hoofsteps approaching behind her. She turned to see Celestia approaching the balcony. Celestia greeted her with a simple, “sister.” Luna nodded, and switched places. She began her walk through a castle covered in depictions of the sun.
      

      
   
      Laugh, Laugh


      

      
      
         I think Ponyacci wanted me to find him. I didn't realize until long after the investigation, the mourning, the tears, but I think that's what he wanted.



Funny ol' thing, this world, where somepony you met only twice in your life asks you to do something like that. I mean, yeah, the first time we met was just super. I really helped him a ton. The second time was just as great: he remembered me, and we had a blast. Still, you don't expect a pony you were never really friends with to ask you to do something like this.



You don't expect a pony so full of life and energy and fun to do what he did, either.



Most ponies wouldn't believe me, but I get death. My first experience was when Granny Pie died. I was devastated. My mane went flat again. I'd only just learned how to smile and have fun, and it felt like all that had been sucked out of my life. I couldn't find a reason to keep smiling, because she would never smile again.



My older sister, the one who's quiet and sees everything totally different from me, told me to think about what did matter. It was the best advice I ever got in my entire life! I had started out feeling like I was in a hole with a big house over it, blocking the sun. Suddenly, I knew how to make a ladder and climb out. I thought of all the times Granny had made me smile, all the things she taught me to do after seeing that Rainboom.



From that day, I vowed death wouldn't leave me down. There were some kinks to work out, of course — wakes should be subdued parties — but I got it. Death was the full stop at the end of a marvelous story, and the only thing you can do is read it again once it's over.



So I was prepared for Winona. And Rarity's dad. And Cranky Doodle Donkey. And Mr. Cake, and my mom, and Twilight's mom, and Mayor Mare, and...



Gosh, I know an awful lot of dead ponies. It's a lot of stories to have to remember sometimes.



But Ponyacci's story should have kept going. There were so many more pages left unwritten. He was older than any of them and still doing two shows a night. There was something behind his smile, though, some kind of sadness nopony wanted to see. I can't blame them. I would have ignored it too, I think, if I'd been there. All anypony wanted to see was the fun and the joy in Ponyacci's story.



Dear Princess Celestia, if I've learned anything today, it's that you can't skip the bad parts of the story. You either get the whole kaboodle, or a big, wet, cold noodle. A noodle that looks like a zero, that's what I'm getting at. No cheatsies, no takebacks, no calling firsts. You get into that story and you stick it out to the end.



No, you can't skip the bad parts, but you can bring everything to an end too soon. I understand death, but I don't understand this. The story of life is so precious, I just can't understand why anypony would want to cut it short. Even if he was in pain, there was always a chance things would get better.



Maybe he didn't see that. Maybe all those blank pages, to him, were filled with the same words over and over again. It makes me wish I was there, that I saw him just one more time before the end. He brought so much meaning to my life, I can't even explain it. I don't think I'd be the pony I am today if it weren't for him. But all I can do is remember his story, remember him.



They let me keep his last note. "Thank you for one more laugh," it said. That's how I know it was meant for me. I think...



I think none of us are getting any younger, even if I do still have all the spring in my step that I did when I first met my friends. And I think I've got so many friends that I've been neglecting a few. I think I'll take this note with me when I visit Fluttershy, and I'll tell her the story of Ponyacci, the greatest clown Equestria ever knew.
      

      
   
      Disconsolate


      

      
      
         I’d like to say I can be forgiven for not knowing where the Ponyville graveyard is. The Everfree forest isn't exactly the first place one would look, after all.

 

I trot over to the funeral party, trying to make out who else has come. This was in the paper, after all. In fact, that's the only reason I'm here. As a Princess, I felt strangely compelled to make an appearance at all funerals. This... This is the first one.

 

Coming to a halt in front of the open grave, I'm surprised at how small the crowd is. It's really not a crowd at all. Aside from myself, I note a pale beige mare with a rose-red mane, a pink mare with a green mane, and a darker pink mare--their coat colors are much harder to tell apart in the somber light--with a yellow mane. The Flower sisters, of course. Beside them, a pink pony stands, crying her eyes out. Is that...

 

"...Pinkie Pie?" I say, my voice too loud. She sniffles and looks up.

 

"Twilight?" she says, sounding just as confused as I am. "I didn't know you knew Goldengrape."

 

"I..." I trail off, unsure of what to say. That I didn't know him? That I couldn't pick him out of a crowd? That I wasn't sure I really wanted to be here at all? "I just felt like I should come. To this," I finish lamely.

 

"Oh," Pinkie Pie says. She pats the ground next to her with a hoof. I walk over and sit down next to her. On my other side is Rose--she I recognize. One of the Flower sisters, so, Goldengrape's sister-in-law. The obituary told me that he and Daisy were married. That's about the extent of my knowledge.

 

The undertaker arrives after a time, asking if we're expecting anyone else. We aren't. Together we help her lower the coffin--which I have been trying not to look at--into its grave. Such a difficult tradition for an Earth pony to devise. Almost a cruel one.

 

It's after the lowering that the sisters really break down. Daisy is incomprehensible, and her sisters aren't much better. Rose turns to me, sputtering, and says, "I'd just like to thank you, Princess, for being here. It means the world to us. I'm sure it would've meant the world to Grape, too. He always respected the Princesses so much, and you, too! After your coronation he never stopped talking about how amazing it was to have a Princess of Equestria in little Ponyville. And it's true! It's really true." She seems to be babbling, so I let her. I zone out and miss part of what she's saying, but my attention is caught when her voice quiets. "...and don't you know, Princess, he said to me, the very last he said to me, the very last thing he said... He said, 'Tell Daisy I love her.' Can you believe that? Even at the end of his life he never stopped thinking of my sister-"

 

"Wait, go back," I say. I missed something there, something important. Rose looks at me, confused. I quail under that look and let the moment pass. We stand around the grave together as the undertaker fills it with earth, and eventually the ceremony is over. We walk together, all six of us, out of the graveyard and go our separate ways. Pinkie Pie and I stick together as we near Ponyville proper. Something still seems wrong to me about that last moment, about Rose hearing Goldengrape's last words...

 

"Goldengrape died alone!" I say, practically yelling it. Pinkie stares at me in confusion and shock. "Oh, sorry, Pinkie. But I just realized... Didn't the paper say Goldengrape died alone? That he fell down the stairs? I remember seeing the article when it happened." She's still looking at me, not understanding what I'm saying. "Rose told me she heard his last words. How? No one was around when he died." I can see the words finally register in her brain, and Pinkie's face contorts further in confusion.

 

"I dunno, Twilight. That's a really good question. Maybe Rose was just making things up?" Pinkie says.

 

"But why would she do that? Why would she make up somepony's last words? Just a bit grim, don't you think?" I say, my words taking on more bite than I intended.

 

Pinkie looks at me again, not responding. The silence stretches out, and we come to a halt.
      

      
   
      The Bearded Geezer


      

      
      
         The unicorn filly slipped into the grassy field between day and night — and, more importantly, between day and night guard. She raced towards the center, hooves barely skimming the grass, using the sparse bushes to shield her from outside, until she was touching the mausoleum door.



Trembling with excitement, she took a small camera from her saddlebag.



“All right, stupid door. Show it again!”



She was met with stony silence. No matter how much she begged, pleaded, threatened, she only got scratched hooves to show for it. She could already hear the mocking voices of her classmates as she returned without proof.



Tears of rage forming in her eyes, she lay her head on the front step and closed her eyes. Why had she made that stupid bet anyway? And why wouldn’t the old geezer appear?



A gentle glow brightened her eyelids, making the filly open her eyes and look up. There, the old geezer! Or at least a magical contru– cons– magical image. Now, just one photo…



“Great potential is what I sense in you. Heed my last words, as this door you go through.”



Stunned, the filly almost dropped her camera; by the time she had it ready again the construct had vanished. “Oh, great, this time it had to spook me. With a charade, and he talks like a zebra! And what would…”



Wait, she thought, I know this geezer. It’s that bearded guy. What was it again he said... 



She recalled the phrase promptly. She got it wrong at magical kindergarten, and was mocked for it; she would never forget that. And it is a bunch of nonsense, she thought, as she whispered, “If you want to be great like me, start by being humble. What a load of…”



The door was outlined in a golden glow, opening with a low rumble. The filly scanned around, panicked, shoving the camera into her saddlebag. No guards yet; she let her breath out. But how long would they take to notice the open door? Perhaps she should leave.



But that geezer was really great; some even thought that he was as powerful as the princess. And “great like me” did have a nice ring…



Tentatively, the filly took a step inside the door, and then another. Inside, a corridor angled down, the walls laced with glowing crystals. At least it isn’t dark, the filly thought.



Soon the filly was trotting, forgetting about the guards. What would they do, anyway? And the geezer had invited her, hadn’t he?



Sighting a lit doorway ahead the filly broke into a gallop. She could already taste the greatness, the power…



“My camera!”



Freed from the saddlebag by her galloping, the camera scampered across the doorway. The filly dived after it…



And shuddered as she felt an invisible magic field pass over her. The camera forgotten, she looked at the doorway, lighting her horn; she wasn’t sure what it was, but there was something covering the top of the doorway, and she was sure passing through it would have been very bad.



“Oh, my.” The filly’s concerned face turned into a smile. “I guess his greatness was really meant for me!”



Packing the camera into her saddlebag, the filly looked around. The floor was littered with horn rings, amulets, staves, all powerful looking… but the filly knew better. She could tell a stage prop when she looked at it; her father made sure of that. Everything here was just trash, and she was sure the guards…



Her eyes were drawn up, to to a point where light beams crossed. There was a package there, and the filly knew what she would take.



As she lit her horn, she felt magic pushing back; the package had been enchanted to not be moved by telekinesis. Grumply, the filly looked around; she knew that anything solid would slip out of her telekinesis when it touched the package...



Wait, anything solid? With a smile, the filly concentrated on one of the light beams, remembering one spell her father taught her, the one to use light to blow things away. So entertained she was, she didn’t notice her own flank glowing.








Celestia had expected to find the door blasted again, and an unconscious robber sprawled in front of the fake tomb. Instead, she saw a blue filly, happily running away wearing the starry hat and cape she knew very well. She smiled; perhaps she should offer the filly a place in her school for unicorns.
      

      
   
      It's Liquid Pride


      

      
      
         As Mr. Waddle delivered his eulogy, the prince in the front row reflected, not for the first time, on how much easier his life would be without tabloid journalism.



There had been no stopping it after he'd let those three careless words leave his mouth at the coronation, and he'd had no choice but to roll with the punches. He had made some progress though. His wife's breathing techniques. Self-help books. Courses in acting, self-control, and even anger management. That last one wasn't directly related, but he figured control over one emotion would translate to others, and he was desperate enough to try anything. Why, just last week, he'd stubbed his toe during a meeting with the ambassador to the Griffon Republic, nearly inciting trade sanctions. Every errant secretion was liable to spark an international incident.



And Shining Armor was sick, SICK, of sparking international incidents.



'No. Don’t dwell on that,' he thought firmly. 'Don’t get emotional. Soul of ice.' Admittedly, bucking up a funeral wouldn't be quite as bad as insulting an ambassador, but the high profile of the deceased meant reporters, and reporters meant publicity. He furtively scanned the crowd around him. Two ponies with notepads immediately turned away as his glance passed over them. Oh, joy.



“Though he was taken from us long before his time,” Mr. Waddle droned on, “we can at least take solace in the fact that he passed painlessly.” He paused. “Next, a few words from his dear friend, Prince Shining Armor.”



Shining started to rise amid a smattering of subdued stomping, but was restrained by a magical grip at his neck. "You’ll be fine," Cadance hissed, straightening his tie. "Don’t worry!"



Shining gave a shaky nod and proceeded down the aisle to the lectern. The reporters’ gazes dragged on his every step like iron chains. As he passed the coffin, he paused briefly to gaze upon the body of his old friend. Precious memories whirled through his head. 'No! Soul of ice!' He stepped up to the podium and turned to face the audience, notepads and all.



Cadance smiled up at him. The reporters stuck pencils in their mouths.



And something in him snapped. Months of constantly worrying about his “liquid pride.” Months of self-help books to keep it in check! Months of classes, and meditation, and deep breathing, and those bucking, bucking tabloids! No more! He had loved Quartz Quill dearly, and he deserved a eulogy from the heart, not a robot!



Tears sprang to his eyes.



"Nopony takes the tabloids seriously anyway," he muttered.



He squared his jaw resolutely, took a deep breath, and began his speech.








He awoke the next morning to a newspaper shoved in his face. "When I said 'don't worry,' I didn't mean about the reporters!" Cadance shrieked.



He didn't have to look at it to know what the headlines said.



PRINCE DISPLAYS PRIDE AT FRIEND’S MURDER
      

      
   
      Eponalepsis


      

      
      
         In the time of shadow, long after the last days of her children, she called her siblings to her bedside. They came, sisters, brothers, they came; past dust-fields night-bleached, past ice-sheets summer-frozen, they came; from beyond stars and beneath stone, from the hidden lands, they came. 



On a day of shadow, under a sun's languid pulse and thin, they came, and her sunken eyes had no smile to greet them. 



Luna Void-Born, first-redeemed, returned first. Though her journey spanned the dream-wastes, always had she been closest to Celestia's heart. The pair sat in silence, watching the frost of morning arc onward into the chill of day. One by one they trickled in, then, and two by two. Cadance Jewel-Heart, never-fallen, with Stalwart Oath-Bound, twice-tempted, he who was once called Sombra. Discord Many-Faced, far-seeker, the eternal prodigal, holding appendages with Monarch Echo-Heart, long since emerged from chrysalis. Tirek Ever-Hungry. Scorpan Ever-True. Starswirl Age-Lost and Grendel Hoard-King and Sunset Mirror-Bound, all in all they came; with one seat left unclaimed.



Celestia beheld it.



"Sister," they said. "World-light, Invictus, Mother-of-All, first among equals. We are here."



Celestia said: "Not all."



"All who will," they said.



Celestia looked outside. The sky trembled. Celestia closed her eyes.



Celestia said: "She knows she must."



They waited, then, as the sun sank to kiss the horizon, then limned the sky anew into saffron semblance of day. They waited, until "I will go to her," Starswirl said, and they waited, until the rocks had worn into sand and the stars had winked out one by one, and two returned at the moment he had left.



The Nightbringer took her seat, stonily staring into the pale marble of Celestia's eyelids.



Celestia said: "My ages end."



There was no rending of garments, nor beating of breasts. The days of mourning had occupied the Last Age. The world had outlived history.



"Sister," they said, all but one. "Whose world is next to come?"



Celestia said: "Hers."



"You bless the Unredeemed?" they protested. "The Destroyer? The Furthest-Fallen?"



Celestia raised a hoof, and harmony's dissent silenced.



Celestia said: "She is our sister," and their hearts were jewel-hard.



Celestia said: "She brought each of you to the Light," and their hearts cracked open.



Celestia said: "In the end, there is nothing but forgiveness," and they bowed their heads.



The Nightbringer did not smile. Staring only at Celestia — "very well" — she turned to leave.



Celestia said: "Twilight."



She stopped.



Celestia said: "A final word."



"I owe you nothing."



And Celestia said: "Please."



The Nightbringer's jaw quivered. She approached Celestia's bed. 



"You, alone, will die unforgiven."



Celestia said: "Then so must it be."



"No apology is sufficient."



Celestia said: "And yet I am sorry."



For an age, they stared at each other, and the sun sank, sputtering and silent. The world ended.



The Nightbringer said: "It is my time now," and her siblings trembled.



"A request," Celestia said, "for your children, when they come."



The Nightbringer hesitated, and she spoke.



"Let there be Light," Celestia whispered, and closed her eyes for the last time.



Twilight lowered her head, for an age and an age.



Then, she rose the sun.
      

      
   
      The Shortest Possible Distance


      

      
      
         Deep beneath the castle, a young Twilight Sparkle stood beside five other students, nervously surveying the examination room. A glowing orb in the center of the circular, roughly-hewn stone chamber filled the space with an oppressive yellow light. Surrounding the orb were lines of coarsely ground chalk, a mix of concentric circles and radiants, forming a circular maze. Small brick walls cast shadows outward from their seemingly random locations.



"Good day, students."



The voice was an elderly unicorn, Mrs. Gembreaker. Her gray mane was tied in a tight bun, and her salt-and-pepper tail somehow drew attention to the abruptly bisected crystal of her cutie mark.



"Today," she continued, "the goal is easy. Simply be the first to touch the orb in the middle of the runic structure and you shall have top marks for your exam. I shall give you one hint—a riddle, if you will—then you must begin."



Eyes lighting up, Twilight listened eagerly.



"The key to victory is traversing the shortest possible distance between two points."



Oh, that was good, Twilight thought. She knew that one!



"Now, begin!"



As the students spread out around the circle, a young colt walked up to a line of chalk. When he reached over it with a hoof, his eyes went wide and his body turned to stone.



"One down, five to go," Mrs. Gembreaker called out impassively.



Recovering her wits, a green unicorn stepped boldly through a gap in the outer circle. When nothing untoward happened, she smiled, and the rest quickly sought their own entrances.



Twilight Sparkle, slow on the uptake, followed another filly in. Both trod carefully between the chalk lines, working their way toward the center. Two layers in, Twilight paused by a wall to plot her route, while the other continued on.



The orb flashed, and the maze rotated again. Looking up, Twilight saw the nearby filly, along with three others, turned to stone. It seemed getting caught by a flash was the same as crossing a line: game over.



That left only her and one colt: Gleaming Facet. He was Gembreaker's grand nephew. A spoiled aristocrat, but no slouch either.



Twilight examined her position. If she ran, she could make it through several segments and possibly to another wall before the next flash, but it'd mostly be back tracking. Looking toward Facet, she realized he was in a much better position. A short length away was another wall. From there, one more rotation would give him a direct passage inward.



Facet saw it almost as soon as she did, and he sprinted for the next shelter. Realizing she had little chance, but not one to give up, Twilight ran too.



Doubling back certainly seemed to be the opposite of "shortest distance," but something about that phrase kept gnawing at the back of her mind. Everypony knew the shortest path was how to solve a maze, so it was hardly a proper riddle at all!



When the next flash subsided, Twilight looked out and saw Facet emerging from his shelter. "Nice try, Twilight, but I win!" He smiled and turned to Gembreaker. "The shortest possible distance between two points," he announced, "is a straight line!" He waved a hoof to indicate the now-complete passage directly inward.



No! Twilight thought. That's not right! The shortest possible distance isn't a geometric concept... It's a quantity! She closed her eyes and concentrated. She'd read about spells like this, but had never attempted one before. As she wove the auras about her though, it felt so easy. Simply take spacetime A and interpose with spacetime B. Her horn glowed, and there was the vague feeling of being lovingly extruded through a nine-dimensional taffy machine along with the faint taste of overly-enthusiastic lingonberries.



When she opened her eyes, Twilight was standing directly beside the orb and facing Facet. "Famous last words!" she yelled, in a rare show of assertiveness.



"The shortest possible distance between two points," Twilight proudly declared, "is zero." She reached out with a hoof and casually touched the orb, watching as Facet's bewildered face petrified. "Or  uhh... more accurately," she corrected a moment later, "the, uhh... Planck length?"



The perennially dour Gembreaker couldn't quite contain herself, and the faintest hint of a smile crossed her muzzle. This one, she knew, was destined for truly great things.
      

      
   
      The Pony and the Phoenix


      

      
      
         “Useless. All useless.”



The phoenix tilted her head, sticking her beak out through the bars; the pony sounded strange today.



“Useless.” The gray pony wheezed as he pushed open the door, stumbling into the room.



He didn’t use his horn.



“Whrt?”



“You!” He made it sound like an accusation. “I forgot about you.” He stumbled over to the table her cage sat on, his long beard knocking several sheets of paper to the floor as he leaned over to look her in the eye. “Do you know what you’ve done to me?”



“Mrk?”



The pony laughed bitterly. “Of course you don’t.” His head sank down onto the table. “You don’t understand a word I’m saying.”



She remained silent, leaning forward out of the bars of her cage as far as she could to look down on his wrinkled face.



“All those years. I thought you held the secret to eternal life.” He laughed again, but there was no mirth in the sound, no joy; there never was. “I spent so much time chasing eternal life, I forgot to live. And now I have nothing, and have achieved nothing.”



“Chirit.”



“Oh, sure, I came up with some spells, but they’re all pointless. Amniomorphic spells, the cutie mark swap… bah! None of them will keep me breathing a moment longer.”



The phoenix jumped back in her cage as the pony growled, his horn sparking with blue light, only to fade away a moment later, the pony’s shoulders slumping as he leaned against the table, breathing raggedly.



“So old, I can’t even throw a proper tantrum,” he grumbled, glaring at the phoenix as though it were her fault. “I suppose you would laugh at me, if you could understand.”



“Whr-tik-tik.”



His horn glowed against for a moment before fading, the pony grimacing as he lifted a shaking hoof to fumble at the front of her cage, his leg falling to the table several times before it finally opened. “Go; you’re free.”



The phoenix blinked; was this a trick?  

 

“What are you waiting for? Go!” The pony wheezed, lifting his hoof before letting it fall back down to the table with a dull thump.



“Tik-tik?”



“What?” He swallowed, the motion clearly visible in his sagging neck, his breathing deep and ragged. Slowly, he turned his head, looking towards the hole in the wall over his nest of cotton. “Oh.”



The pony’s knees shook as he made his way across the room, his gait wobbling with every step. Grunting, he lifted his forelegs up onto his nest before he collapsed, his side heaving from his exertion; she could see his ribs beneath his thin hide. It took him some time before he managed to roll over, his eyes narrowing as they fell on her. “What are you looking at?”



“Chirik!”



“Very funny,” he groused, slowly lifting one leg up towards the nearly invisible barrier between the room and the sky, his hoof shaking as he pushed with all his might, a thin whisper of fresh air reaching her beak as his hoof fell back by his side. “Go.”



She cocked her head, peering at that sliver of blue sky. Tensing, she spread her wings and launched herself from her perch, only to quickly fold them back by her side as she landed on the pony’s chest. “Tik?”



The pony laughed again, the hollow sound turning into a cough. “Oh, now you want to stay? Want to watch me die, you stupid bird?”



“Whrt?”



“Yes, die. But you wouldn't understand, even if you could speak.” He grumbled, his chest rising and falling with every labored breath he took. “You can’t die, not really. Not like us”



“Chirit.” She hopped down off his chest to the soft surface below, leaning forward to push her head up under his chin, fluffing her feathers slightly as the scratchy beard rubbed at her neck.



Slowly, the pony lifted his hoof once more to gently rest it over the phoenix’s back. “Useless. All useless. Shouldn't have even tried.” His chest heaved. “Nopony lives forever.”



He did not burst into flame.
      

      
   
      Brother of Mine


      

      
      
         The very heart of the world rests underneath its tallest mountain. Below Crackspire Peak lies a maze of caverns and tunnels, long abandoned by whatever people who had in furor dug themselves deeper and deeper into the earth’s beating chest. It only now occurs to Scorpan that the occupants of this catacomb could have in all likeliness been digging up, away from what sits just underneath.



Scorpan walks with no hurry in his step, across subterranean bridges and over gaping holes that drop into empty blackness. In the tunnels there are dusty, forgotten skeletons, half-buried in dirt—each one all that’s left of some lost creature who had died clutching at itself in darkness.



For the longest time, only one other living being knew the path from the caves at the surface down to the very bottom. Now there are five.



There are no bones in the lowest reaches of the caverns. As Scorpan approaches the deepest chamber, he feels the familiar slow throbbing beat that shakes the dirt beneath his feet. From below him comes the muffled growls and howls of something very, very angry.



At last, he steps into the final chamber. It is huge: easily large enough to hold a castle. Far above, the roof shines with a faded, orange light. Though faint from the distance, it is enough to see by. Scorpan puts out the torch he carries.



Once, long ago, Scorpan had flown up to the roof of the cave and had seen the round, glowing stones pressed into the ceiling, the color of fire and shining as bright as suns. He had plucked one of the rocks from its perch, only for it to dim and melt away into nothingness in his hand.



Now, near the entrance of the room is a white coated unicorn, his dark mane and beard just beginning to pale with age. The bells in his cloak and hat jingle and clank as Star Swirl approaches.



“It is nearly done,” says the wizard. “The Princesses have subdued him and are preparing the spell at this moment.”



Scorpan looks past Star Swirl. “Let me speak to him.”



Star Swirl nods, and together they walk to the center of the chamber.








“You!” cries Tirek, as soon as the pair comes into sight. He pounds his mighty arms against the dome of crackling magic that imprisons him. “You led them here! What have you done, Scorpan?” Spittle foams and flicks from his mouth as he speaks.



“I warned you, Tirek. I begged you, brother.”



With a bellow of rage Tirek tears the medallion from his neck and charges it with magic. Nothing happens. Screaming in frustration, he slams it against the walls around him.



“I’ve told the Princesses about all our plans. About every trap you set for them. There is nothing you can do now.”



“Where is my brother?” Tirek rages. “Where is the one who fought and bled with me? Where is the one who crafted the very weapons we used to strike down our father?” He shakes the amulet at Scorpan.



Around his magical prison, Celestia and Luna are carving runes and sigils into the stone floor. Their brows are wet with their exertion as their magic cleaves the rock. Scorpan silently watches their work for a moment before turning back to Tirek.



“I regret the person I was. I regret each life we took. As should you.”



“And why? Because of friendship?” The word is spat out with disgust. “Barkings of a mad dog! To accept friendship is to invite betrayal and defeat.”



“No, brother.”



“No?! Hypocrite!” He stamps his hooves, cracking the stone. “Here I stand, trapped, and you still call me ‘brother,’ you weasel!”



 “Tirek, I—”



“Speak not my name, traitor! You may have deceived yourself, but not I! I know your true nature.”



Luna and Celestia turn to Star Swirl. The wizard nods and speaks to Scorpan. “We’re ready.”



Scorpan only hesitates a moment before saying, “Then, begin.”



Three horns light with magic while the runes glow and growl. Slowly the earth opens up around Tirek to swallow him. The sound of hounds echoes through the chamber.



Tirek roars in fury. “You don't fool me! You cannot live in a world of flowers and ponies! Your true self calls to you!”



With a rumble, the ground closed above Tirek, muting his words.



For a long while, Scorpan stares at the unbroken spot of earth where his brother disappeared into. Finally, he whispers, “What if he's right?"
      

      
   
      A Moment of Clarity


      

      
      
         She leaned back in her chair. From behind, she could hear the sound of voices. Were they calling her? Her neck ached as she turned around, but she put that out of her mind. Everything ached now, so she couldn’t afford to care. 



Figures in fog, three of them. “Have you come to visit me?” she asked.



“Yes, we have.” The voice had the touch of an accent.



“Yup.” A much deeper voice. 



The third figure, the smallest, said nothing.



“Sorry I can’t see you very well. Somepony stole my glasses. Ponies always stealing my things around here.”



“That’s all right. We can see you.”



She opened her mouth to respond, but then. “Wait, what time is it? I just had my breakfast! I’m late! I need to get to work or there won’t be any more food—“



“Take it easy,” the accented voice said. She looked at the face again. It was clearer, but there was something at the top obscuring it. “No more work to be done around here.”



“Was it supper I just had then?”



“No, it was breakfast, but don’t worry. Anything needs to get done, we’ll take care of it.”



She looked out the window at the trees. Despite what the voice said, she knew that she should be out there taking care of them. With the same ache in her neck she stood up.



“Hey, now. Where you going?” said the deep voice. 



A good question. Where was she going? There was something...somepony...who she was supposed to see. “There’s visitors coming. I need to make myself presentable.”



“We’re already here.”



That was it. They were coming. The third of them was supposed to arrive, even though she couldn’t because they had gone, died a long time ago, but then how could the third get here when nopony could what was going on where?



She shook her head. Fog everywhere, but as a beacon was a splotch of pink in the shape of a bow just like the one that used to be worn by, no, was still worn by...



“Apple Bloom?”  



The fog parted, retreated to behind her head. She leaned forward. Apple Bloom was smiling, but the fur around her eyes was matted down by tears. 



“Granny? Granny Smith?”



“Of course it’s me, little filly! Applejack, Big Macintosh, what’re y’all doin’ up here?”



Applejack shared the same smile as her younger sister. Big Macintosh didn’t show his emotions, but she could tell that he shared the feeling. What were they all so sad about, and what happened to the three figures that...



Oh.



“Granny,” Applejack started.



“No, wait. I understand,” said Granny Smith. “Right now I understand. I’ve gone right out of my head, haven’t I? Senile? Don’t answer. How long has it been since I last recognized you? Don’t answer that either. 



“I don’t know how long I’ll be in my right mind, so let me speak. Might never be this clear again. If that’s the case, remember always that I love you. Never said that enough when I was raisin’ y’all. Hard times without your folks. So much to tell you. Just know that...”



She looked at Big Macintosh, but his face went blurry. No! It was too soon! Even the face of...oh, buck! Applejack! Her name was Applej...something! Not now!



With sheer effort, Granny Smith breathed in, forced oxygen to her brain. She shoved the fog back and stared at Apple Bloom. 



“You’re an Apple. And so am I.”








She leaned back in her chair. No voices were around. Some ponies had visited her, but she couldn’t remember their names or faces. It didn’t matter. She remembered that she had said something important, and gotten a smile in return. Nothing else needed to be said.
      

      
   
      Generations


      

      
      
         Posey and Sassaflash stared each other down, Sparkler a sad distant third. They were nearing the endgame: ten questions left.



Posey smiled. Victory was in sight. "Yes, Al Extra Bucks, I'll take 'Famous Last Words' for three hundred, please!"



Alex groaned and rolled his eyes. "The eeeeevil queen Chrysalis had this to say as she was blasted away by love. Ughhh, who writes this stuff?"



Sparkler buzzed in, desperate. "What is 'Bwahahaha, you foolish ponies!'"



"Sorry, Sparkler, that is completely, totally, super-duper WRONG!"



"Well you don't have to be a meanie about it," the filly mumbled.



"Sassaflash: do you have an answer?"



"Uhhhhh, what is, ummmm…"



*BEEP BEEP BEEP!*



"Sorry Flash. Posey?"



Posey beamed triumphantly. "What is 'NOOOOOOOOO!!!'?"



"That… that's actually correct. Three hundred points to Team Posey. Posey?"



"I'll take 'Famous Last Words' for four hundred, please."



"' This is not my fault! And don't call me Mama!' is uttered by this evil witch as she's dropped in a volcano."



Sparkler again buzzed in before anypony else. "I just watched this! Who's 'Hydia'?!"



"Wow, good job." Alex confirmed. "Only two thousand dollars behind now."



Sparkler beamed, but her smile soon turned mischievous. "But what's this? It turns out it was a Double Jeopardy. Sparkler shoots back to second place!"



"What! No! You can't just say it's a Daily Double!" Sassaflash complained.



"Yes I can! Sparkler gets Double Jeopardy and bets allllll her money and gets it right!"



"That's not how the game works you dofus! Do you even watch the show?!" Sassaflash replied.



"Well, it's how it should work!" Sparkler countered.



Posey started to cry. "Moooom, tell Rachel and Ashley to stop fighting!"



A slender off-beige alicorn sighed from the other room where she was paying bills. "Girls, the game host has final say. Please try to keep it quiet. Mommy's working."



Al Extra Bucks smiled. "I'm the host, and I say we settle this the way they did in the old west: with a duel!"



"No!" Posey, Sparkler, and Sassaflash yelled simultaneously.



"Fine! Alex doesn't even want to play this stupid game with ponies. He's gonna go over here and fight dinosaurs!"



"Mikey, you can't quit! I need to beat Posey in the Final Jeopardy round!"



"Run your own stupid game. I'm done!" said the game show host, in fact a young hairless ape. He knocked over the Jeopardy board and ran off in a huff, taking the "G.I. Joe" action figure with him.



"Mom! Mikey took our question guy!" Posey yelled.



["Mom" sighed and trotted out from the other room, revealing herself to also be a strange bipedal creature like Mikey.



"Mikey, are those your Transformers toys on the Dream Pony Princess Castle, fending off plastic dinosaurs?"



"Well yeah, but…"



"And the girls let you use it?"



"I mean, I guess, but…"



"No 'buts'. If they let you borrow their castle, it's only fair they get to play with some of your toys too. Now, I believe you have some more homework to do before bed, so get going young man."



"Ughhhh. Yeees mooommm."



"Mikey" obediently marched up the stairs. Lauren turned to the three girls. "Rachel, Ashley, I think it's time to go home. Megan, go get ready for bed please."



"Awwww. But we gotta find out who wins!"



"You can find out tomorrow. Get."



The precocious little human wrinkled her face and bounded up the stairs after her brother. Rachel and Ashley dutifully grabbed their toys and walked toward the door. "Bye Megan's mom!"



She waved "bye" back, stifling a yawn as the door slammed closed. She walked back to her study, narrowly avoiding stepping on a Lego. "Kids," she said warmly. "Some things don't change."
      

      
   
      The Darkfire Phoenix


      

      
      
         You want to know about the darkfire phoenix? No need to say it, that's all anypony asks of me. You know the price: something Wonderbolts-related, like a poster, but the older stuff, with the old motto "Thunder and Glory" and without Rainbow Dash's smug grin.



Not a fan? Shame. I'll tell you instead about my mentor, and what a mare she was. On a hunt, she was the ranger blazing through the forest, and I was the rookie with the gear. Best flier I ever knew, even with the heavy cloak she never took off. She was in the business for years, so she must have been covered in burns. At times I thought that there was nothing to her but those burning orange eyes.



She told me, "There are twenty-four methods to kill a phoenix, but they all do one of three things: bury it in earth, drown it in water, or burn it with a hotter fire. If you kill the bird, it will come back. But kill the fire inside, and it will turn into a stone forever." A stone worth thrice its weight in gold, I might add.



You even know what a darkfire phoenix is? Sometimes, a phoenix egg is laid that is black as obsidian. And from it hatches a dark, twisted thing with no ordinary fire inside it, but a burning hatred for anything that can be set ablaze. 



Well, that happened fifteen years ago. A giant phoenix with four dark eyes appeared in the Badlands and carved its way to Equestria. It would burn itself out every morning and resurrect at nightfall, and nopony could find it. It burned the forests, the fields, and when it burned a village, the Wonderbolts were called in. It burned them too. Shortly after the phoenix disappeared, but so did the Wonderbolts. Only a couple rookies and the captain survived, and even she resigned. New Wonderbolts came to replace them, but they never even came close to flying as well.



I learned about it when we found a trail of ash the width of an alley in the forest. We followed it to the mound of ash that was the phoenix and laid our traps. Come dusk, the phoenix flickered back to life. And by Celestia, I never saw anything more terrifying. As large as a house, each feather like a black torch, and four dark, beady eyes. My mentor grabbed my shoulder and said, "It's him." 



Without thinking, I triggered the dynamite buried around the clearing, sinking the bird into the ground. Then I fired an arrow into the cloud we moved and enchanted beforehand. The arrow triggered the water spell, and two tons of water fell into the hole. 



It didn't work. The phoenix burst out of the ground and straight through the cloud, and when it turned and swooped right above our heads, we fired canons loaded with three dozen javelins tipped with containers of alchemical fire as hot as molten lava. I turned and, to my horror, it still flew. It wasn't hot enough. 



She grabbed one of the spare fire javelins and jumped out of the trench. I tried to stop her, but she looked at me and said, "This is method number twenty-five." She spread her wings and flew into the air, just as the phoenix was turning for another swoop.



I've never seen anypony fly so fast. She shouted, "Remember me?" The phoenix flapped its wings, raining burning feathers upon her. The fireproof cloak burned away, but her yellow coat didn't blacken, and it was as if the scars I knew had to be there didn't exist, and her mane swept as if it had a fire of its own. 



She cried, "Thunder and glory!" and smashed into its open maw. The explosion deafened and almost blinded me. A mountain of solid obsidian fell from the cloud of smoke into the watery hole.



The guards found me in the morning in the same place. I couldn't run in my condition, and didn't want to. The captain asked me where Spitfire was, I pointed at the dead phoenix. He asked me how we killed it. I said, "She had a hotter fire."



Your sentence ends sooner than mine, right? You should go to a Wonderbolts show, maybe they have something worth seeing. Me, I never went to see the old Wonderbolts. But I think I was fortunate enough to see their last and best show ever.
      

      
   
      Race the Sun


      

      
      
         Dusk was falling rapidly. Soon it would be time to race the sun.



This personal challenge meant much to Rainbow Dash, she had been preparing and practicing for many weeks. However, anxiety and uncertainty surged within her.



Was her silly ambition really worth the danger? What if she would die?



Supersonic high altitude flight entails an inherent risk, which increases the closer a flier is to their limit.



Friction, an extreme variety of pressure and temperature, abruptly altering forces, furious winds, the inability to breathe, even radiation; the enormous pegasus magic required to deal with aforementioned problems is too complex and sudden for an equine consciousness. Rainbow Dash would have to rely on intuition, muscle memory and subconscious skill she had been honing for two decades. A single interruption or too much exhaustion could mean her end.



Not many pegasi dared to pursue advanced flight. Why did she?



Rainbow Dash couldn’t help but think about Lightning Flash and grin. She had been one of the best fliers to ever soar through the Equestrian skies, avant-garde in the hypersonics and a pioneer in space flight. Pegasi wings are reactionless drives and Flash wanted to use this to her advantage and break every speed record by completely eliminating friction. Her plans had caused a lot of controversy and no one would ever know whether she succeeded or not, but when confronted, her famous last words had been: “I’d rather die than never truly live.”



This simple sentence answered every single doubt and summarized the ambitions of every athlete.



The unimaginable combination of excitement, joy, pride and satisfaction when going to ones limits and achieving new heights made all the risks and hard work worth it. 







It was time.



Rainbow Dash took her last few deep breaths and pushed herself from the ground.



In less than ten seconds she broke the sound barrier and not much later she broke through the cloud layer. The energy expended for stability and other tasks continuously increased and further acceleration became more and more difficult.



Rainbow Dash kept pushing through all the strain. She would not lose. The sun raced at 464 meters per second, she had to be faster.



As she reached the stratosphere, the view was amazing. She could see Earth’s curvature. In the distant horizon the sky shimmered in a beautiful gold going over into orange, red, violet and finally a dark blue. The ocean mirrored the beautiful spectacle. Ahead of her were a myriad of hills covered in rain forest. Beautiful plateaus were underneath her, long streams meandered through the landscape. Behind her she could see the night sky, dotted with endless stars. Massive alps covered in snow reflected the moon light in a surreal manner.



Rainbow Dash flew faster and faster. Slowly but steadily the sun began to rise in front of her.



An incredible sensation overcame her.



She was racing the sun.



And she was winning.
      

      
   
      Once More With Feeling


      

      
      
         "Why are you looking at me like that?"



In her dreams, she remembered the happier times. Food had been plentiful. Equestria flowed with love for all. The hive...the hive had not had to resort to such extreme measures. She had had friends, true friends, ones she could confide every secret in. But most of all, she remembered him. His smile, his easy laugh, the way he was always there for her, meeting her needs before she could give voice to them.



It was all gone now. He was gone now. Lost to her when the hive set its sites on Canterlot for a second time. Lost when the Queen, in her madness, abandoned any semblance of subtlety and commanded the swarm to kill. Lost when she found herself caught between cultures, because ponies and changeling could not find a way to coexist.



Before...it all felt so very long ago, when by the calendar's reckoning only a few short months had passed since that fateful day. The day when she was forced to choose between friendship or death. She could have fought against her swarm, but they were implacable. She would have died screaming, and if she were fortunate, it would have been quick. There were worse ways to go, worse things she had seen, worse things she had ultimately done. But the hive had to thrive. The old Queen had been mad, but Chrysalis had understood at least this. She had been mad, though, so her heir had opposed her. To succeed, though, she needed power.



And there was one who loved her with all his heart. One who was so innocent, so trusting, he never saw the moment coming. She had convinced herself it was the only way. That she was trapped with no way out. Equestria was once full of harmony, but that had been shattered in the invasion. He had played his part without knowing he was marching to his doom, walked gladly beside her until the final moment when she turned on him with hunger in her eyes.



She had thrown down the Queen, but found herself unprepared to lead the swarm. There was so much demanded of her, and in the grand scheme of things, she had asked little of the ponies. What were a few lives to rebuild the swarm when all of them would have been lost without her?



They had not seen it that way. They had fought back. Rebelled. She was forced to institute harsher measures, forced to do things that she could not bring herself to think about. She had been so certain it was the only way.



She had been wrong. There was a way out. A way to free herself of her sins. Even now, she felt herself fading. She ached all over, but the ache was fading. The pain was fading. She was fading away with a smile upon her face, for soon, she would see them again. Each and every one of those she had grown close to. Even him. He would forgive her. He would understand it was necessary.








Everything went black, and for a moment, she felt herself slipping towards her well-earned rest.



It didn't last. Familiar sensations built within her, a painful pounding in her skull was the world rushed back into focus. This wasn't supposed to be happening. It couldn't be happening. She opened her eyes, wanting to deny what was in front of her. He was dead! She had killed him herself, he couldn't be -



“Well, that didn't work.”



Sanity fled as Twilight Sparkle opened her mouth and screamed.
      

      
   
      Lessons of the Heart


      

      
      
         “Princess Celestia?”



“Yes, my most faithful student?”



“You know I trust everything you say implicitly, right?”



The solar princess softly closed the door behind her and sat on the floor.  As she had expected, her protege was already packed for her journey, her saddle bags laden with quills, inkwells, books, and parchment rolls.  Yet as her timeless eyes surveyed the room, Celestia found only a lone suitcase prepared to join them and their owner.  She thought to question the lack of other luggage for such a long trip, but the question died on her lips when her gaze settled on the young filly that was still pacing in circles in front of her.  To change the subject now might push the unicorn from frenetic to panicked in an instant.



“Of course I do, and you know that I value the trust you place in me dearly.”



“A– And you also know that I’d never refuse any request or assignment from you, right?”  The filly asked as she passed in front of Celestia for the tenth time.



“Yes, of course,” Celestia replied.  She knew where the filly was likely going with this line of questioning, but decided to see the scene through to the end.  “As I have said many times, your devotion to the tasks I have set before you has been unparalleled.”



“Oh, well, that’s great to hear,” the young unicorn replied as she walked another circle around the center of the room.  “I was beginning to worry a bit—” she whirled around to face the Princess directly, “I mean, surely, you of all ponies would have a most insightful reason for sending me to the middle of nowhere!”



Silenced reigned for an instant, before the filly realized what she had done.  Her eyes shrunk to pinpricks and she cowered in place on the rug, mewling in abject fear.  “O– Oh Princess I’m so sorryIdidn’tmeanitpleasedon’tbanishme—”



Celestia’s eyes widened for a moment as Twilight strung entire sentences together into a single breath.  Ever since she had brought this assignment up, she had sensed a measure of doubt and worry in Twilight, but with her departure imminent, that sense of worry had finally overwhelmed her young mind.



“Twilight Sparkle.”  The gentle, almost motherly tone of Celestia’s voice silenced the babbling unicorn instantly.  A golden glow enveloped Twilight as Celestia’s magic lifted her off the floor and brought her to rest on top of her small bed.  Twilight blinked away some tears as Celestia stepped to the side of her bed and sat down, bringing her magenta eyes in line with her own.



“My dear Twilight, I know the talent that lies inside your mind, and the devotion that lives in your heart.  You are my most faithful student, after all.”  The princess brushed a stray lock of hair from Twilight’s face.  “But tell me, would I ask you to go so far away from here if I doubted you for even a second?”



A sniffle and a nod of the head was Twilight’s only response.



“Remember, Twilight, that there is much more to magic, and to the world, than spell formulas and evocation circles.  You have made vast strides in your education, and have mastered so much in such a short time.  But there are many things that neither books, nor a princess, can teach.  Spike will be there to help you along, and of course I will offer any advice that I can.”



Celestia placed a hoof on top of Twilight’s as she continued.  “These are lessons that each of us must learn in their own ways, but ultimately, they can be learned, and even mastered.  Just remember that sometimes, you have to give your mind a break, and let your heart, your feelings, be your teacher.”



Twilight smiled through the last of her tears, gripping the Princess’ gold-clad hoof as if it were a life raft.  “You’re right, Princess.  It may take me a bit to figure it out, but I won’t let you down.”



She looked into the eyes of the sun, and let slip a final thought.  “But, what can one filly learn about friendship in a small town like Ponyville?”
      

      
   
      Epitaphs


      

      
      
         I cross through alternating light and shadow, cast by the still trees, as I approach the circle. My ears swivel, seeking, straining to hear a sound, any sound; nothing. Nature itself holds this place in reverence.



Crossing the threshold, I feel the ground change from grass to lovingly cut stone. Like always, it sends a chill down my spine. But no tears, not anymore. In any case nopony wants to make a friend cry, so I’m sure they would forgive this omission.



I turn at random towards one of the many entrances; I’m not going to insult any of those mares by classifying them, putting them in an arbitrary order. They were — are — all important to me, a part of who I am. Who I became.



A smile touches my lips when I glimpse the first stone; if any of those mares believed in coincidence, surely it would be Pinkie Pie. The thought almost makes me giggle, as only the mare that was known as laughter could do. Though perhaps now she's best known as hope, for always seeing the best in any situation.



I look lovingly at the words carved just below the three balloons: Laughter Springs Eternal. Those words, chosen by her in life, were also her last. Not all the words in the other stones were spoken last; not everypony had a pinkie sense. Of course, I know which is which, but I will never tell anypony.



I want to stay more time with her — more time with each of them — but time is short. I sniff the wind, letting it guide me.



The next stone, appropriately enough, has a cloud and a bolt of lightning carved. The mare that was faster than the wind, a hero both as a wonderbolt and as a bearer of harmony, famous across all equestria.



But, despite this, Rainbow Dash was always the first to arrive whenever a friend needed help, no matter how humble the friend. Her loyalty had to be earned, but after that you could count on her to face anything. I touch the inscription; Fast at Your Side. Indeed, in more ways than one, old friend.



Following a tumbling leaf I arrive at the next stone, the one adorned with three butterflies. The gentlest of the mares, and in a way the strongest; where the others would defeat an opponent, Fluttershy would turn enemy into friend. I feel my cheeks moist, and look for rain I know isn’t there.



I leave without looking at the inscription. I never needed to, and never could; I lied to myself every time I promised no more tears. How could I not? She was looking into my eyes when she said, “There is kindness in your heart.”



I almost stumble into the next stone, the one with three gems. The inscription in this stone feels different, engraved by dragon claw as it was: Receive What I Have to Offer. The same phrase welcomes anypony in need at hospitals and shelters across Equestria; of course, not Rarity’s idea, as she would never ask for recognition.



I don’t miss her as much as the others; Spike, who inherited her generous nature, helps fill the void. Even then, my heart is weary when I sight the stone with three apples.



Applejack. It took her announcing that I was a friend to her little group for me to truly believe it. I sure gave her reason to regret it, with all my white lies and erratic behavior, but she never wavered; “Eeyup, I’m stubborn,” she would say if she was here. She even joked about having that engraved; I’m thankful she went instead with Believe in Your Friends.



“It’s time.”



With a glance I beg for a few more moments, and Luna acquiesces; she knows how important this is to me.



I finally lay my gaze at the stone with six stars. I also lie to myself every time I say they are as important to me; Twilight always came first. She is, after all, the mare that did the impossible, turning a spirit of chaos into a spirit of harmony. I’m eternally grateful for that, even if it left my powers greatly diminished; funny how it’s always the bad guys that keep their power.



“Friendship is Magic,” I whisper, reading the inscription; my mantra in those troubled times. I turn back to Luna, my gaze avoiding the sun that shares her flank, and leave to save the word again.
      

      
   
      Regrets


      

      
      
         Dash looked down upon her prey.



As Twilight closed the door behind her, she called out, “I’ll see you in a--”



Twilight was interrupted by a splash. A moment later a horrified scream echoed out across Ponyville.








A few seconds of laughing her flank off, Dash recovered enough to take a peek at the scene of her victory. Glancing down, she saw Twilight standing completely still, staring at the stack of books hovering beside her. Twilight herself was dry, but the books already showed signs of water seeping into the pages. 



Twilight’s head slowly rotated upwards. “Those books were unique, Dash.” The venom dripping from her words.



Dash looked down at the fruits of her labor with a proud smile, unperturbed by the death glare she was receiving. Dash flared her wings, and just before takeoff, yelled, “I regret nothing!” However, the instant her hooves left the ground, a flash blinded her.










Dash awoke at Twilight’s voice. “So Crusaders, this toy is the result of a spell I have been working on. I animated a doll. It will look and act just like a regular pony, except that it can’t talk.” 



Looking around, she noticed the room she was in was massive. It looked just like Twilight’s library, but absolutely enormous. A few second later and she realized the truth: Dash herself was tiny. Twilight used her magic to float Dash down the stairs and into the central room, displaying her to the Crusaders. Dash was too stunned to even struggle against the purple aura that surrounded her. “You all have been working so hard on your studies, I decided to let you test her out for me. Just don’t let her get away. She’s a quick one. ” 



All three of the fillies eyes shined with demonic light. Dash turned in the air towards Twilight, giving her a pleading look. Twilight shot her a predatory smile.



The Crusaders leapt into the air and high-hoofed each other. 



“CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS TOY TESTERS!”








“Just what I always wanted!” Scootaloo squeezed Dash in her hooves. “My own little Rainbow Dash! I will name her Dashie, and I will hug her and pet her…” Dash began to see stars “...and pat her and pet her…” Scootaloo released just enough for Dash to take another breath, before clamping back down. “...rub her and caress her…”








Applebloom looked down with pride on the beautiful building she had designed and assembled. Dash looked over in horror at the mass of pipes and boxes Applebloom had mashed and glued together. “Come on, little guy. Go ahead and try it out.” Dash gave her a pitiful look. Applebloom responded by shoving Dash into the opening. “Don’t worry, I taped up all the places where it broke the last two times.” Suddenly a tearing sound echoed through the box from somewhere above Dash. She whimpered.








Sweetie Belle brought the strands of hair around and around each other in her magic. “Rarity always said that Rainbow Dash would look good with braids!” Finished, she turned Dash to face her. 



Scootaloo cringed. “Well, it’s certainly twisted, but I don’t think that can be called a braid. At least we tried it on the toy before your sister made the real Rainbow Dash look this… not awesome…”








“See you next week, girls!” Twilight closed the door behind her, and Dash heaved a sigh of relief. Twilight smiled down at the mess of tiny feathers and multicolored hair lying on the floor below her. “So, still regret nothing?”



Dash didn’t have the energy to respond, just laying there, basking in the sweet silence. Twilight’s horn lit and a glow surrounded Dash. Dash felt a strange twisting and pulling sensation as she slowly grew to full size. 



Quick hoofsteps approached the front door and Scootaloo burst in, surprising the two mares. She immediately grabbed her scooter sitting nearby and turned to leave. Before she turned all the way back, she saw Dash lying on the floor with her hair in half-braids. Scootaloo looked confused, then her jaw hit the ground and she glanced at Twilight.



Locking eyes with the young filly, Twilight smirked and nodded. “Yes, that was, in fact, the real Rainbow Dash.”



Dash’s head came up to look at Scootaloo. For her part, Scootaloo’s eyes just jumped between Twilight and Dash several times. 



Finally, Scootaloo turned and just before bolting out the door yelled out, “I regret nothing!”
      

      
   
      Humming Brew


      

      
      
         With a trail of glitter, a small cloth levitated into the air to wipe the sweat off of Twilight Sparkle's brow. The heat from her cauldron provided just enough heat to bring the brew to a calm simmer, which produced bubbles so small and so frequent that the mixture was humming like a hummingbird. Twilight had never seen a liquid quite like this before, and the combination of the nervous excitement, the heat, and the recipe specifically calling for a closed air environment for some reason had her sweating.



"Be careful with that vial, Spike," said Twilight through the glow of magic covering her lips, before Spike even had time to trip. Her voice startled the small dragon into stumbling and almost dropping the very thing she trying to protect with her warning.



"What is this stuff, anyway?" asked Spike through his own enchanted gas mask, staring at the contents of his small container.



"That is the blood of a dragon that breathes ice," says Twilight, staring at her mixture carefully, stirring the pot slowly with a spoon made of bone. Wood or iron would react chemically with the mixture and alter the delicate balance.



"Dragon blood?" asked Spike with a twinge of fear. "What do you need dragon blood for?"



"Not just any dragon's blood, Spike. A dragon that breathes ice," she explains in the tone of voice she always took whenever she'd explain something. "And that sample was very expensive so don't let anything happen to it."



"H-how did you get it?" asks Spike, nervously. Spike felt like he was going to be sick with grief.



"I bought it from a hospital. I just said that it was expensive. Dragons are rich because of their huge hordes of gold, so the whole dragon economy is ridiculous. A tiny vial like that costs more than some pony's house!"



Spike felt relieved, but had new questions to ask. "Dragon economy?"



"Later, Spike," said Twilight, cutting him off. "Now please when I give the signal, pour it into the pot. I measured it out perfectly so you pour it, and don't let it drip."



"Relaaaax," said Spike, confidently, pointing at his chest with his thumb. "I can handle it."



"FAMOUS. LAST. WORDS." said Twilight, staring directly at the reader, unblinking, for a full 10 seconds.



"Alright, here we go," says Twilight, snapping out of it. "Three... Two..."



"Wait, are we doing on ONE or on GO after one?!" inquires Spike in a panic.



"Now, Spike!!" shouts Twilight.



Spike pours the whole vial into the mixture, and then flicks the vial back up quickly to make sure it doesn't drip. Too quickly! A drop flips up out of the vial and into the air!



Spike and Twilight stare at the drop. The air is so thick in the room that it's as if time is standing still. Twilight and Spike stare at the drop, paralyzed. There's no way either of them could move fast enough to catch it, if they even had the coordination to.



Spike does the only thing he can think to do and breathes a quick spark of green flames on the drop, to send it to Celestia.



"Wait! Spi--" shouts Twilight for a brief moment as the air in the room catches fire and lights the entire room ablaze.



Twilight Sparkle, Spike the Dragon, the cauldron, the recipe, and everything else in the room crashes to the floor of Princess Celestia's throne room, spilling the mixture all over the long carpet. Twilight lands flat on her rump, but springs to her feet, panicking, looking up at the Princess as the Princess looked down on her.



"If you wanted to visit, you could have told me ahead of time. I would have prepared a dinner," said Princess Celestia, winking at the reader, as a circular wipe closed in on her face, to the sound of applause and laughter.



The End.
      

      
   
      Sunset Rising


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Why Pony Pants Were Invented


      

      
      
         One day, Spike asked Rarity a question. 



Spike asked this particular question because he didn’t wear pants. Neither did Rarity, or just about anyone else he knew or cared about. He knew ponies wore dresses and jackets and ties and skirts and overalls and scarves and hats and shoes and even, on very rare but what he thought were absolutely wonderful occasions, lingerie, and he knew why they wore all those things. They wore those things because they wanted attention. 



He had seen ponies wear every one of those things except for that last one (and he knew for certain that he someday would see somepony wear that last one), but he still knew that ponies did wear lingerie, because he had once found some in the bottom of Rarity’s dresser (and that’s how he knew for certain that he would someday see somepony wear it).



He had never seen anypony wear pants, though. 



And yet, pants existed. Rarity even sold some in her Boutique, though no one ever bought them.



So the question Spike asked Rarity was, “Why were pants invented?” 



Rarity answered Spike’s question with a story.



The story went like this:



Once upon a time, there were two ponies who wanted to revolutionize the fashion world. Their names were Tit Wank and Try Hard.



Tit Wank was an elderly fashion designer. He’d spent his life designing dresses and jackets and ties and skirts and overalls and scarves and hats and shoes and even lingerie. His designs were popular, but everything he designed was only popular for a short time before the public moved on to something else. His designs were like Pop Rocks sizzling excitedly on a frog’s tongue. Inevitably, they quickly dissolved and then the frog went back to eating flies. Tit Wank wanted to create a design so extraordinarily innovative and unconventional it would never be forgotten or go out of style, a design that would outlast every of the public’s finicky whims. He wanted to make frogs lose their appetite for flies forever.



Try Hard was Tit Wank’s young apprentice. Tit Wank taught Try Hard everything he knew about fashion, but Try Hard only wanted to become popular. He never cared about the designs themselves.



Tit Wank worked day and night on his new design, drawing and scribbling and sewing, then crumpling and erasing and cutting everything he’d drawn, scribbled, sewed. He worked meticulously. Every stitch was precise. He worked for hours at a time, stopping only when his exhausted hooves could draw, scribble, sew no more. Slowly, the new design emerged. 



Tit Wank called his new design ‘pants.’



One night, there was an explosion at Tit Wank’s workshop while Try Hard was out. Try Hard rushed back to the workshop and found his mentor lying on the floor. Tit Wank’s body was mangled and burnt, and they both knew he would soon die.



Between strangled breaths, Tit Wank asked Try Hard to finish his incomplete design, but Try Hard hesitated. He only wanted to make popularity-assured designs.



Knowing this, Tit Wank called his apprentice very close and whispered into Try Hard’s ear, “If you shit your pants, they’ll put you in the newspaper,” and then died.



Try Hard had always wanted to be in the newspaper.



Immediately, as his mentor’s body lay bleeding on the floor, Try Hard set about repairing the workshop and completing Tit Wank’s pants. Unfortunately, Try Hard didn’t care about the design itself. He only cared about what could be gotten through the design, the fame and the respect and the newspaper. He ignored most of Tit Wank’s exhaustively written notes concerning the pants’ design so he could rush them to completion.



As soon as they were finished, Try Hard slipped his legs into the newly-made ‘pants’ and then promptly took a shit in them. 



The very next day, a newspaper published a story about it.



Other ponies bought and wore pants because they knew the design was associated with Tit Wank, the legendary designer.



Try Hard became popular, too.



But because their design sucked, ponies quickly forgot about pants and stopped wearing them and moved on to the next big thing.



And that was why pants were invented.





“Wait,” Spike said, “I don’t get it. Why would anypony make something so stupid and impractical, especially when it sounds like Tit Wank’s real design was probably something actually cool? And why would anypony still wear them?”



“Because,” Rarity said, “everypony is an attention whore.”
      

      
   
      Final Witness


      

      
      
         “Applejack, I’m comin’ in.”



Granny Smith waited for a moment before she pushed open the door, shaking her head at the sight of the filly face-down in her bed.



“Go ‘way.”



“It’s been three days. I’m worried about ya.”



Applejack sniffed. “Well, ya shouldn’t be. I’m a bad daughter.”



“Aw, now don’t say that,” Granny Smith said, sidling up on the bed next to Applejack and draping a hoof over her shoulders. “It ain’t your fault.”



“I know.”



“You know, do ya?” Granny Smith leaned down. “So why don’t ya tell me why ya think one o’ the best Apples ever to fall out of the tree is such a bad daughter.”



Applejack shifted on the bed, shuddering. “You’ll hate me.”



“Now, don’t say that. I love ya. Might get mad at ya sometimes, but I only want what’s best for ya. Now, why don’t you tell your old Granny Smith what’s bothering you.”



Applejack sniffed again, slowly lifting her head from her pillow. “I left him.”



Granny Smith stared at her for a moment before shaking her head. “Land’s sake, girl, is that what’s been bothering you? You came home a-hollerin’; you did the right thing. It weren’t your fault it didn’t do him a lick of good.” She leaned down to give Applejack a kiss on the top of her head. “‘Twas that tree that got him, not you.”



Applejack’s ears drooped down the sides of her head. “I know that. Its just… he was alone, when he left us. No one was there to comfort him or say they loved him or nothin’.”



Granny Smith smiled, giving the filly a squeeze around the shoulders. “He knew you loved him, same as I do. He didn’t blame you one bit, I reckon. Probably was hopin’ you’d get help and it weren’t as bad as it seemed.”



Applejack sniffled, tears streaming down her cheeks and dripping onto her pillow. “I know, but… he was tryin’ to talk to me, when I ran. I should have stayed and listened, at least.”



“Applejack,” Granny Smith said, sliding her hoof up under her granddaughter’s chin to look her in the eye. “You did nothin’ wrong. If you’da stayed, you’d be wonderin’ if maybe you coulda saved him if you’d run to get help fast as could be.”



“But Granny, I always hear ‘bout the last words of all these ponies in school. And every one of ‘em had somepony there when they died. Every one of ‘em. And they’re all so deep and meaningful. What if pa had somethin’ important ta say, and I didn’t stay and listen?” Applejack shuddered, pulling her head away to look out the window. “I didn’t even run to get help. I just ran away ‘cause I was scared.”



“Now you listen,” Granny Smith said, her voice stern. “You mighta been scared, and you mighta run, but you ran home and you got help after that tree fell. I’da been scared too. But you ran home and you got help. Ain’t your fault it all went wrong.” She shook her head. “As for the rest of it, you know as well as I do that most of that’s just hooey ponies make up to sound deep, puttin’ words into other ponies’ mouths who ain’t there to say they said otherwise.”



Applejack rubbed at her face with her hoof. “You mean it?”



“Sure do. Your pa loved ya, and you did your best to save him. I’m sure he don’t hold it against you that you weren’t there at the end.”



Applejack shuddered, shifting against Granny Smith’s side.



“I know. How ‘bout you go downstairs and have a nice big slice of apple pie.”



“You made pie?”



“Had to find some way to get you outta your room,” Granny Smith said, smiling fondly. “Go on, I won’t tell nopony if you take two. Just leave some for your brother.”



Applejack smiled weakly. “Thank ya, Granny.” The filly pushed herself up against her grandmother, nuzzling up at the older pony’s chin before slowly sliding off the bed, walking unsteadily to the door as her grandmother watched her go.



“She’s a good ‘un. Always takin’ responsibility for everypony else and not lettin’ anypony tell her otherwise.” Granny Smith sighed, shaking her head.  “Too bad about her pa, though. Welp, nothin’ for it but to keep on goin’.” She rose to her hooves. “Still, woulda been nice to find out where he buried all them bits.”
      

      
   
      Caped Crusaders


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom flipped her cape, letting the photos capture the crusaders emblem in her jumpsuit. Trying to Ignore how Scootaloo was grinning like a maniac at every flash, she pointed at a mare in the small audience, the light pink one with a matching pink fedora. “Your turn.”



The mare lifted a pen with her magic. “Are you happy with the upcoming comic, the one with the Crusaders as superheroes, dears?”



“Darn tootin’! Uh, not that we needed it or anything,” Apple Bloom hastily added.



“Yes.” Sweetie Belle chuckled. “We might be grown ups now, but our sisters would still give us an earful if we ever demanded fame.” Amid the resulting laughter she pointed at a red mare balancing a notebook on her leg. “You may go.”



“How ‘bout fame? Is it hard dealin’ with fans screamin’ like banshees everywhere you go?”



“Not really.” Scootaloo took a step forward, now that the green and brown pegasi duo had stopped their photo barrage. “I mean, it does get tiresome at times, but in the end it’s cool how everypony likes us.” She eyed a gray mare in an overcoat desperately jumping and waving her hooves. “You.”



“Is it fun fighting crime? I bet it’s like a party everyday!”



“Eeyup,” said Apple Bloom. “Doing it together, like when we were crusading for our cutie marks makes it even more fun.” She pointed at a tall bespectacled blue mare. “You go.”



“What do you enjoy the most in fighting villains?”



“Helping other ponies.” “The action!” “Makin’ our sisters proud.”



The three crusaders looked at each other, eyes shifting between their companions and the audience.



“Just a sec,” announced Apple Bloom, drawing the other two into a huddle.



After a few seconds they broke the huddle, shouting as one, “The silly one-liners!”



“One-liners?” The tall mare furrowed her brow.



“Totally!” Sweetie Belle’s horn sparkled as she continued, “like, ‘My plan is perfect, there is no way you could win’; boy, Fire Fiend is such a joke!”



“Oh, and Shield Master? ‘My force field is impenetrable!’” Scootaloo’s knees gave up under her laughter. “His face when we pointed our diamond dog allies was priceless!”



“What about Cluemare? She had me tied and started goin’ on and on about how she would defeat us! She was still talkin’ when Scootaloo clubbed her with her scooter!” said Apple Bloom, patting Scootaloo on the shoulder.



“You mean,” the tall mare touched the pen to her glasses, “like the old villains, such as Discord, Nightmare Moon, and Chrysalis?”



“Kinda.” Apple Bloom scratched her chin. “The new villains are, like…”



“The old ones would at least wait until they had almost beaten the heroes before bragging.” Sweetie Belle inhaled. “The new ones —”



The ceiling gave an eerie shriek, metal and wood ripping apart like paper and sticks, as nearly half of the roof was torn away. Above the hole, his red and purple figure silhouetted against the full moon, hovered a fully armored pegasus, a floating staff covered in grievous symbols glowing at his side. “Tremble, commoners! For with you nosy reporters as hostages, Lord Tempest will finally defeat the Crusaders! … Wait, why is nopony panicking?”



“Are like that,” finished Sweetie Belle, rolling her eyes.



Around the room overcoats and hats were being removed (or put on, in the case of a particular stetson), and magically altered coats were returning to the hues that became known as the Harmony Rainbow: white, pink, blue, purple, orange, and yellow.



Lord Tempest, sweating, looked down at the assembled legends, both old and new. His breathing quickening, he started to hover back, out of the hole he had ripped on the hall’s roof. Bumping into something, he slowly turned around; the yellow and blue pegasi from inside had left through a window and were now blocking his escape route. Or, rather, the blue pegasus was blocking his route, while the yellow one hided behind, but the flock of eagles behind them more than made up for any such shyness.



His frantic eyes darted back to the hall he had cracked open, settling on the terrifying visage of Princess Twilight; few beings in all of Equestria could keep their calm when faced with an angry allicorn, mane aflame, eyes and horn glowing like shooting stars. Swallowing hard, he did the only sensible thing.



“Uh, can I surrender?”
      

      
   
      Spring Cleaning


      

      
      
         Derpy wrinkled her nose and whisked her duster over the bookshelf. On the end where she kept ones she’d finished, there were few telltale tracks through the dust where she’d slid a book out and later replaced it. Some reference ones and anthologies where she’d gotten a taste for a particular short story on a quiet afternoon. Her old weather school text, her first cookbook of muffin recipes—its cover admonishing her to get a parent’s help before cooking, no less—and a whole row of biographies.



She loved history and the ponies who made it, but… living in the past had never suited her well, at least for her own life. Always moving forward. She didn’t have more troubles than the next pony, but she carried them like a heavy weight, new lumped on old. Why would she still feel guilty about something inconsequential like when she broke that window seventeen years ago?



Anyway, look ahead at what’s to come: her regular card game with Raindrops, Fluttershy, and Thunderlane tomorrow, and Princess Twilight Sparkle had organized a luncheon at Sugarcube Corner for the civil servants getting promoted. Ten years on the job already. Where did the time go?



The thickest dust lay around one particular book, but she left it. For now. She promised herself she’d deal with it at last. Same as every year.



From across the room, she pulled over the recycling bin. The usual pile of—well, “debris” would describe it best—sat in the corner, and one by one she sifted through the items. Months-old magazines she’d never catch up on and had managed to live without so far. In the can they went. Some newspaper clippings. Now that she looked at them, she couldn’t remember what had interested her about them. In the trash. Except one: an adorable photo of Dinky from an article showing the students in their Nightmare Night costumes.



Nodding at the tiny stack that remained, Derpy lugged the garbage can to the door. And glanced at the bookshelf again. She could put it off until she’d finished a few more cleaning chores. She could put it off another month or so until she did her regular housekeeping again. She could put it off yet another year until the next time she threw open all the windows, unleashed the full fury of her broom closet, and got the house ready for summer.



But no. She’d let that stupid book intimidate her for far too long. Today, she’d finally be rid of it.



“You okay, Mom?” Dinky called from upstairs. She must have noticed the silence.



“Yeah, keep going on the bathroom. I’ll come up and help you in a minute.” Nothing could give her that warm, tingly feeling in her chest quite like Dinky.



Armed with that, she strode over and pulled out the book. Small, soft-cover, with a colorful illustration on the front. She plopped onto the floor and paged through it. Wonderful poetry filled it, about the thrill of flight, air whistling through her feathers, the ground racing toward her until she pulled up at the last minute. The spray of mist on her face, the taste of autumn air. And after the creation of nature, it moved on to the creation of ponykind. New life within, nurturing, a soft touch, the thrill of discovery.



Derpy grinned. She never would have expected to. And then she turned the last page. Tucked in the back: letters.



Letters going on about nothing at first, then moving on to vague compliments, then comparing her mane to most precious gold. She didn’t have to read them to remember. But the last one…



She unfolded it and scanned down the page, her eyes settling on the last sentence.



I really think it would be a good idea, but if it doesn’t work out, we can always go back to being good friends.



Last sentence, last letter. Not the last time she saw him, but it might as well have been. Still, she’d ended up with Dinky, and… she wouldn’t change a thing.



Derpy walked over to the trash can, and the book hovered over it.



No. She flipped open the back cover and dumped the letters in. She didn’t deserve those, she noted with a smile, but she had earned the book.



“Dinky!” she shouted. She’d love to share the way that poetry made her feel, free of what had always ruined it. “Take a break and come downstairs. I have something I’d like to read to you.”
      

      
   
      The steed of Theseus


      

      
      
         Celestia fretted around the tea set, making sure everything was in place. 



“Good morning, Princess! How are you?” she badly hid a startle, and turned to face the pony who she still thought of as her faithful student.

“Ah! Hello, Twilight. Please, please, sit”, she gestured to to the low table and the tea she'd brewed herself. Twilight looked at, her puzzled, before taking place in front of her.



“So, is there a particular reason you went to so much trouble to arrange this meeting, Princess? I'm sure you're quite busy with the fallout of Tirek's attacks, and I actually had to postpone the delivery of some furniture. Not that I mind, of course!”

Celestia grimaced.



“It's...a final lesson I still have to impart. I know you're not...my student anymore. But this lesson has become long overdue, and my” she sighed “dear sister has pointed out to me how remiss I have been in withholding this particular knowledge from you.”

The purple pony in front of her sipped from her cup. Celestia could tell she was trying not to show how eager she was to hear whatever she had to say.



Feeling like the world's biggest, clumsiest foal, she steeled herself for a moment and then started speaking again. 

“Four hundred years ago, Equestria was a police state.” “But Princess, that's!” “I know it seems impossible; you've read history books about that era, you've done reports on books written during that time. But I assure you, it's true.”



“What you're not taking into account is the pony race's propensity for forgetfulness, and how much time can distort any perspective. If you look at the statistics from that time, at the particular wording freedom of speech and privacy laws had in that era, you'll understand.”

Twilight was looking at her with her mouth open, her cup of tea forgotten in her hooves.



“But Princess, surely you weren't the one who-” the elder Princess cut her off: “I was the one who had let things degrade to such a state. I was the one who took away civil liberty after civil liberty, thinking I was better than ordinary ponies, that I could make their decisions for them, that their security mattered more than their freedom.”

“Eventually, there was a revolution, which ended with me killing its leader in front of everypony. Things...gradually became better after that. I became better.”



The purple pony princess in front of her now looked completely lost.

“W-why are you telling me all this?”

Celestia smiled ruefully. “It's not to make you lose faith in me, for sure. I know you've already noticed I can make mistakes just as well as anypony else-I shouldn't have ordered you to hide away while you had the power of all the other princesses, for example.”



Twilight blushed.

“No, it's for a much more fundamental reason. Twilight; you, me, Luna, Discord and others are all immortals. And one thing that happens to immortals, whether they want it or not, is change.”

“Fifty years from now, you may find yourself holding positions you would have never considered today. A hundred years from now, you may have very little in common with who you are today. And two hundred years from...you may be someone else entirely.”



“The lesson I want you to get from all this, is to always be mindful of who you may be turning into,  and of whether your past self would approve of your actions. Otherwise...you may wind up hating who you've become. Or who you were.”

A couple of awkward seconds of silence passed, while both princesses thought things over.

“I-I hope your opinion of me isn't too damaged, I just...” pleaded Celestia. “Don't worry, I'm still your friend.” barked Twilight “I just...I just have to think things over.”

“Ok.” 

“Actually, I have one last question: the leader of the...revolution; what were his last words?”

Celestia gulped. She'd hoped she wouldn't have to answer that, and she hadn't volunteered them because...well, Honesty had always been her sister's domain anyway. 

“I surrender.”
      

      
   
      And a Smile Means Friendship to Everyone


      

      
      
         "Miss Fleur, you've just revolutionized the entertainment industry, for foals and the young-at-heart alike. Tell us how you did it!"



Fleur tittered at the newspony as camera bulbs flashed and the crowd of reporters shouted questions over top one another. She adjusted her glasses, smiling from behind the podium as she formulated her answer. The first rule of press conferences: never answer straight away.



"Well, Mister First Edition, when I was a little filly, I loved nothing more than drawing. I would make up stories to go with the drawings. Just the silly things a young filly thinks of, you understand."



Nodding heads.



"But as I grew, my art improved, as did my storytelling skill." She smiled in what she hoped was modesty. "Yet I soon found the drawings limiting. I couldn't tell my stories in quite the right way, no matter what I did. Thankfully, I met Film Reel in my first year of high school." She indicated the unassuming blue stallion standing to her left. He smiled and waved, and the crowd of reporters started firing off questions before she continued.



"If not for him, I daresay the idea of moving drawn images would never have come up. We've been business partners ever since. The rest, as they say, is history!"



She let the crowd jabber for half a minute before selecting a pegasus mare in a business suit.



"Miss Fleur, Final Report from Canterlot News. Your story has been an inspiration to ponies across the globe. All we want to know is, what are you going to do next?"



Fleur tittered again. "I'd been hoping somepony would ask something like that. You're all getting the first scoop on this, mares and gentlestallions. I plan to open a theme park!"



There was a roar from the crowd. The flashbulbs increased. She could feel the scratch of a hundred quills on parchment and smell the nervous sweat of newsponies struggling to decide how long they should stay to hear the whole story before flying off to scoop their competitors.



"It will be a place where fillies, colts, and ponies of all ages can see my characters and stories come to life." She beamed, lifting her chin. "There will be costumed performers, and rides, and animatronic statues so the ponies can interact with them. It's all very conceptual at this stage, but rest assured, it will be happening, thanks in part to both Film Reel and Fancy Pants."



"Miss Fleur!" cried a unicorn in the front row. "Is it true your husband will be single-hoofedly financing this one-of-a-kind undertaking?"



Fleur looked to the dapper unicorn standing on her right. He smiled at her and winked.



"Oh, him?" she said, innocent as a schoolfilly. "Why, he isn't my husband!"



All three ponies on stage broke in uproarious laughter, which sent the newsponies into a confused frenzy.



"In all seriousness," Fleur continued once her laughter had subsided, "this is a group venture and there are quite a few more ponies involved in it than just who you see here. That's all the time I have for today, I'm afraid, but rest assured, I'll be introducing everyone in time. Thank you all for attending!"



She blew kisses to the crowd as the newsponies rushed for the exit, each hoping to get to the press room first.








"Mister Biceps, you and the Ponyville Pirates just won the Hoofbowl!"



"YEAH!"



Bulk's shout bowled the hapless news pegasus over, but he was able to catch himself before hitting the ground. Recovering, he untangled his microphone from his wings and readjusted his hat. The noise from the stadium crowd around them was deafening, and he tried to emulate his interviewee when asking his next question.



"All of Equestria wants to know: what are you gonna do next?"



Bulk grinned, showing mismatched teeth, and lifted his forehooves, flexing. This time, there was no hope for the newspony. Bulk Biceps roared, and the pegasus spun off into the stands.



"I'M GOIN' TA DIS LEE WUUUUURL!"



A/N: The Gameloft game spells her name "Fleur Dis Lee". That's the joke here. Sorry if no one gets it.
      

      
   
      Quotes


      

      
      
         “Let there be light.”

	—Caelestibus, Bringer of the First Dawn



“From from the bottom of our hearts, let us plant the seeds of our kind here, upon the fertile plains of the great Mother’s back. Let us sow the trees whose shade we will never rest beneath, whose roots will grow deeper with every generation, and whose branches will provide this land a bounty of everlasting fruit and love.”

	—Soil Clay, Founder of Amity



“I have seen the world farther than anypony before my time. I sometimes look back and awe at the steps I’ve taken, the places I’ve been, the things I have seen. But it’s the things I haven’t seen, the steps I haven’t taken that amaze me the most, because the world is still out there, and I know I’ll never be able to see it all.”

	—Charter Rose, Explorer



“Look around. The good earth is rich, the skies are full, and the horizon touches all. It’s with every seed we plant, every cloud we craft, and every dusk and dawn we bring. It’s only natural for this untapped potential to be ours.”

	—King Longmane I, Ruler of the Harmony Kingdom



“I have seen through your eyes and they do nothing but wish chains upon those beneath you! Have you forgotten who you once were, that we are all the same?”

	—Prince Dirttrod III, Heir to the Throne of the Great Equestrian Empire



“Sometimes, I have nightmares. Other times, I’m awake. Every now and then I cannot tell the difference.”

	—Unknown



“We will do as we’ve always done and fly. Away from strife, and into peace. Cowards you may call us, but blind we are not, and words lose all meaning in the eyes of those who can see.”

	—Posey, Leader of the Wake Takers



“All I ask is for another ear of corn. Why must you say no when your carts are overfull?”

	—Unknown Unicorn Mare



“I’m sorry, but the sun cannot melt your snow as long as  clouds blot out the sky. So long as there are clouds blotting out the sky, there’s no reason for the sun to rise.”

	—Queen Glitterhoof, to a Diplomat from the Earth Pony Lands



“We will do as we have always done, and fly.”

	—Typhonic Swirl, Leader of the Third Pegasus Lancers



“No matter our differences, we’re all ponies.”

	—Smart Cookie, Secretary to Chancellor Puddinghead



“From this seed we plant today, may the sun shine indefinitely, the earth’s kindness be undying, and the weather forever merciful. Will the roots of this seed bind ponies everywhere in an ceaseless harmony.”

	—Princess Skyla, the First Alicorn, The Start of Harmony



“The untrodden path may lead you off a cliff, but it can also lead you to a cavern of riches. You won’t know where the path will take you unless you forge it yourself.”

	—Unknown



“From the darkest pits of despair we can find the faintest sources of light, and they’re everywhere.”

	—King Aer II of Equestria, 803 A.H.



“Every blacksmith’s first hammer had to have been made somehow.”

	—Old Equestrian Proverb



“Your cutie mark is as to you as you are to the world.”

	—Pinion, Scholar, 1799 A.H.



“The brightest star casts the biggest shadow.”

	—Princess Luna of Equestria, 2102 A.H.



“I’m sorry.”

	—Princess Celestia of Equestria, 0000 N.D.



“The tongue is your strongest muscle and your mind the wisest, but your heart is the most honest. Listen to it.”

	—Minty Sweet, Caretaker, 460 N.D.



“All I said was that it takes trial and error. I never said how many trials or how big the error. All that matters is that you keep trying, and whether or not it’s by your hooves, the end goal will be realized in time.”

	—Starswirl the Bearded, Scholar and Philosopher, 779 N.D.



“My new role in Equestria may mean I have to take on new responsibilities, and our friendships may be tested, but it will never, ever be broken.”

	—Princess Twilight Sparkle of Equestria, 1003 N.D.




      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Curse of Ahuizotl


      

      
      
         "Curse you, Daring Do!" Ahuizotl roared, his breath hot on her ankles, as she skidded around a corner and sprang over a swipe from his meaty forearm. 



The ancient temple shuddered and rocked around them as she galloped full-tilt through the Hall of Doom. Daring stomped on red tile after red tile, hearing incoherent screeching from behind her as the dart traps unleashed a barrage of steel into the thick skin of her father's killer. She allowed herself a triumphant smirk—right as she noticed, out of the corner of her eye, the base of a column buckling, sending the stone pillar on a teetering descent toward the exit. 



Daring sprinted for the half-jammed doorway and dove into a roll, tucking her body protectively around the golden Fang of Tlaloc as she tumbled through the crawlspace. Almost immediately, she felt the warmth of the sun on her fur, fresh mountain air in her lungs—and an iron grip around her pastern.



As she faceplanted, bucking and thrashing in a fruitless effort to dislodge the hold, she felt herself skid backward. "Ha!" Ahuizotl cried, fingers digging into her leg as he hauled her back toward the collapsing ruin. She jammed a hoof into the doorway, straining for leverage, and stared back into the night-black pupils of his jaundiced eyes—



—right as the pillar came down.



The world was thunder and dust, weightless and hazy, for an endless moment. The roar of tumbling stone assaulted her ears. She couldn't breathe. There was a sick crunch, and the pressure around her pastern slackened. She kicked free, gasping and choking, and staggered to her hooves, cradling the Fang like a foal. Then she sagged against a wall as the rumbling died away.



In the ensuing silence, she heard a weak, sickly moan behind her. Daring turned to see a blue hand sticking out of a pile of rubble in the collapsed doorway.



Her face hardened. It was him—though not much of him, only a head and hand left unburied. He was breathing in shallow, gurgling gasps, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, and his eyes were…white? No, just milky with chalk-dust tears.



"Ahuizotl," she said quietly. 



His pale chin—the blue seemingly drained out of it—lifted at the voice. "D-daring?" he whispered, voice thin.



"It's over." 



"Relics…"



Unbelievable. Even in his last moments, he could only think of the artifacts he was collecting to cast the world into darkness. She snorted. "Goodbye, murderer."



"D-dar…" he gasped. The rubble shifted as his quivering hand stretched forward another few inches—then spasmed and flopped to the side. "Curse—" Ahuizotl's head, too, spasmed, and blood spattered the stones as a violent cough wracked him. "Yooouuu…" he exhaled, muzzle contorted in intense…fear?…as his last breath left him. 



Daring Do stared at his still body for several moments. Finally, she readjusted her hat with a hoof, then turned and limped away.







"Fewmets," Professor Can Do, Sr., cursed, shouldering his bolt-thrower as he stared down at the corpse of three-days-missing Howard Carthorse. When Ahuizotl had invaded their camp a second time after stealing the Eye of Tlaloc, Do had fought him off and fired at the fleeing form. The next morning, they had searched the nearby jungle—only to find that Do had missed, and ill fortune had sent his bolt through the neck of their returning teammate.



As if to mock them, Ahuizotl had left the Eye in Carthorse's rigid embrace.



Professor Do picked up the gold idol, carefully stowing it in his saddlebags—he'd not make the mistake again of letting it out of his reach for Ahuizotl to steal. Then he hoofed Carthorse's eyelids closed.



"Professor," Saltah said, above the murmurs of the donkeys in the background.



"Yes?"



"We should go home. The guides, they say that this is Tlaloc's curse, to destroy us one by one for desecrating his temple."



"Never. There's no such thing as curses." Do turned to Daring, his eyes burning into her soul. "There is only Ahuizotl."







Daring awoke with a gasp. The dream had been so real. So vivid…



But it didn't matter. She'd watched Ahuizotl die. He couldn't hurt her any more.



She lay for a minute, listening to the twitter of distant jungle-birds, her heart calming. Then, yawning, she double-checked the Fang of Tlaloc. Still snuggled against her chest, warm to the touch. So beautiful.



She smiled, closed her eyes, curled her hands around it, and fell back asleep.
      

      
   
      The Next Viral Ad


      

      
      
         “Wish me luck,” said a carolina blue stallion as he stood outside an artichoke green office building in downtown Manehatten. Static Chart was getting ready to apply for a new job in advertising.



“Please,” said Scatter Plot, an orange stallion with striking black hair. “You were born to do this job.



“That is all well and good,” replied Static, “But statistics prove that a little luck goes a long way. So again I say wish me luck.”



“Fine. I bestow you with my wish for good fortune. See you at dinner!” Static simply nodded and strolled into the building and Scatter Plot trotted down a few blocks to reach his workplace.








Static Chart didn’t come to dinner. He didn’t even call to say he was canceling. “Ugh!  He didn’t again didn’t he?” Scatter thought back to last job Static got where he went out drinking with all his workmates. He wearily walked to the couch by the window of his condo and opened the blinds revealing a giant billboard with a picture of Coco Pommel on it. It was an advertisement for cheese fritz and it said “Fabulous” in giant blue text.  

    

Nethertheless, Scatter gave up and turned on his tv to the movie “Bad Mares” and fell asleep.








Ok, now Scatter was annoyed. It’s been two week and he had had no contact with Static. However, Static replaced Coco on the billboard that now read “Mmmmm, Chewy!” Scatter had a hard time thinking of a good reason for a new marketing employee to be on a billboard. He wasn’t a model. Anyway, he was going to check in at Static’s workplace and get to the bottom of this.







“Well, it looks like a normal enough office building.” For whatever reason the artichoke building was beginning to scare him. “Wish me luck,” he said to no one in particular. He held his breath as he stepped through the automatic doors…



“Hello,” said a friendly mare’s voice. “How may I help you today?”  



Scatter looked at the gray mare with a clipboard cutie mark and smiled. “My friend recently got a job here and he forgot his coffee this morning,” he said holding up the Cadenzabucks coffee he bought.



“Oh, you’re friends with…” She looked down to check a list of names.  “Static Chart right?  In that case head through those double gray doors and head up to the 3rd floor.”



Scatter did as he was told, glad that his plan was working out. He walked past the doors, down a gray hallway, and slid into an elevator. He pressed the three button with his hoof, and immediately began feeling woozy. The last thing he saw was a tranquilizer dart in his flank.  








Scatter Plot woke up, but that didn’t mean he could move. He was chained against some metal platform. His face was botoxed into a painfully large smile. To his left he saw a mirror. It would be obvious to any passerby that this was marketing plant because he looked remarkable, almost as if they were shooting a picture of him for an advertisement…



Color drained from Scatter’s orange face. “It’s okay,” called a new voice as a Stallion in a white coat and glasses entered his field of vision. “Don’t you want to be a star?”



Scatter tried to shake his head no.



“You can talk you know,” said the doctor while he rolled his eyes. “How else are you going to give us a quote?”



“What quote?”



“I’m gonna give you some cheese fritz and it will be your job to give us a quote.  It’s that simple.”



“What if…” He couldn’t finish that sentence as cheese fritz were shoved inside his mouth. “Those are terrible!”



“Now, now. We need something positive.” He pressed a button and more fritz entered Scatter’s mouth.



“I think cheese is pouring out my eyeballs!”



“Closer, but that could be a bad thing.  Look, you’re really not good at this whole marketing thing are you.”



Scatter glared at the doctor, then made one last attempt at a slogan. “Purely cheese.”

“Perfect,” said the doctor.  “Although I can’t let you leave. You’re going deep underground to be with your friend until we have more use for you. Also, good thing I know you like cheese fritz, because that’s the only thing you’ll be eating for the next… fifty years.”



Scatter tried to scream, but couldn’t as more fritz fell into his mouth and he was wheeled away.
      

      
   
      One Day in the Crystal Library


      

      
      
         "Minster Sombra?"



The unicorn looked up from the ancient tome, and a little filly looked back at him, stubby little horn and fluffy little wings marking her as the newest scion of the realm.



Sombra smiled. "The term is 'Minister,' Cadence. Though you can just call me Sombra."



"Okay." She stared at him, saying nothing more.



He tried to go back to his reading, but those eyes, they seemed to bore into his soul. He reread the same paragraph three times without noticing. Finally, he looked up, and sure enough, there she was. Still staring. He wasn't sure if she'd even blinked.



Still, no sense in being rude. "Can I help you with anything?"



She considered the question, formulating her response with all the grace and dignity expected of an alicorn. Finally, she answered, "Whatcha doin'?"



Ah. Just foalish curiosity. Well, no harm in indulging her a little. "I'm studying magic."



Cadence blinked and frowned. "But you're good at magic."



Sombra nodded. "Yes, but I can always get better."



"I guess…" The filly tilted her head as she considered this. "What kind of magic?"



A chill crawled down Sombra's spine. Completely irrational, of course. It was for all the right reasons; surely even the Empire's youngest princess would be able to see that. "A very special kind of magic. You know about the Crystal Heart?"



Cadence nodded fast enough that she seemed to risk whiplash. "Uh-huh! It keeps us safe from the bad things outside."



"That's right. But it needs everypony in the Empire to be happy to work."



She frowned. "But everypony is happy."



"For now," Sombra noted. "But wouldn't it be a good idea to have something else protecting us? Something we can use when we're sad?"



"I guess…" Cadence's frown deepened. It sounded wrong, but Minster Sombra was a grownup, and he seemed like he knew what he was talking about. "But what?"



Sombra laid a hoof on the codex. "That's what I'm studying. I'm going to take the darkness of all the nasty things out there and turn it against them."



"But… but that's bad magic!" Cadence gasped.



Sombra smiled and ruffled her mane. "Magic isn't good or bad, Princess. Only magicians. I may be using dark magic, but I will use it for good."



"But what if something bad happens?" The filly's eyes were wide with fear.



He laughed at this, long and hearty. "What could possibly go wrong?"








This time, Sombra thought to himself, this time he'd be able to do it right. No nonsense. No hesitation. No untimely interference from meddling alicorns. Between his growing crystal platform—oh, he had legs again, how about that—and gravity delivering the Crystal Heart, it would work this time. Nothing could go wrong.



Then a pink blur sped by, and the dragon and the Heart were both out of his reach.



Sombra took in their savior. He glared, snarled, and thought the words his shadow-ravaged throat couldn't produce:



Oh, rub it in, why don't you?



Then he exploded.
      

      
   
      Alawst King Do(ne)


      

      
      
         Alawst King Yearling (née Do) sighed, a sigh weighed down by twenty years of regret crashing against her brow. She grimaced. "Ahuizotl was right."



"Pardon?" the stern-faced mare in front of her asked.



Do chuckled darkly. "He was right. The crazy devil was right.



"You know, I thought it was great. It was the perfect way out. Everypony knew the series was growing stale, none more than me. But this? This was my out. A climatic, beautiful end to the books. It was, I thought at the time, just what I needed. The end of an era.



"There he was, the bane and blessing of my existence, and I had finally ended it. There he was, falling a hundred gallops into a volcano. I mean, I couldn't have written a cooler death scene if I tried. My job did all the work for me! But… you know what he said as he fell? Actually, I'm pretty sure you do. The articles said you read my books for this case. I hope you enjoyed them. Anyway, he loses his grip on the platform, and he's falling towards his fiery death, and he screams out, all dramatic-y, 'You've killed me Do, but I took your liiiiiiife.' Splat.



"Ah yes, splat. The great king of the jungle ended with a splat. And I had an end to the greatest real-life adventure series ever written. The thing is, those were such enigmatic last words. I know I usually tweak things around for the books a bit, but these… these felt somehow powerful. So you know, they're the final thing Ahuizotle says, in the finale Daring Do book. Eighteen years, twenty-three books, four-thousand pages of rivalry. And it all comes down to that.



"The thing is, it sounded so rehearsed. I've turned it over in my head a hundred times, and I can still hear his fury above the boil of the lava. And I can't help but feel he thought about those words ahead of time.



"Twenty years. A quarter of my life I've spent exploring. The prime quarter of it too. And it was wonderful. Really, there's no use pretending it wasn't. A dream job, really. Archeology is pretty cool. But adventuring? That's even cooler! I… I guess I get worked up over it even now.



"But after the first printing had left the press and the royalty checks had begun to trickle in, I started to doubt. I didn't retire right away. I still do odd jobs for Canterlot University. Maybe I'm just searching for the glory days.



"But you know what did happen? I finally came home. I… I came home to a family I didn't know. I had spent more time in the jungle than I had with them. I married an amazing stallion and changed my name for him. I had a daughter, had a family, and had what should have been an amazing home life. But I threw it all away.



"Ahuizotl was right. He did take my life. Well, I let him, mind you. I was so fascinated by what was behind that mad dog's eyes. I think by the end I knew him better than I know my kid. Or maybe myself. Which I guess is why I'm here now. Because I gave my life to him, instead of my friends and family.



"So then, let's take a final tally of the score: Ahuizotl: dead. Me: A father who saw me twice during the final five years of his life. A mother who's given up and stopped sending letters. A sister I've pushed away, too busy to make the three hour train trip to Ponyville. A husband who's divorced me, and a daughter who hates me.



"So really, while I may have best sellers that will keep me comfortable the rest of my life, I'm not really sure it's a life I'm looking forward to. I gotta hoof it to him. He won. He defeated me."







The judge coughed politely. "Ms. Do, while I'm very sorry for your troubles, we do have a schedule to keep here. So, as I asked before, do you accept the custody arrangements for your child?"
      

      
   
      Next Step


      

      
      
         Yo-Yo Spinners looked out over Manehatten from the roof of the second tallest building in the city. A faint glow of orange highlighted the star-studded sky, making the night appear like a sunset from a greeting card. To his left sat his friend and partner, High Rise. They had met a few years earlier and started the Yo-Yo and Rise Emporium of Candy, Toys and Military Munitions. Admittedly the last one wasn't one of their smarter ideas. High Rise was currently curled into a fetal position, crying and mumbling about fate and how destiny hated him. Yo-Yo thought Rise could do with some cheering up so turned to his friend.



“Lovely night sky, don't cha think?” he said to his roof-mate.



Yo-Yo stepped back as Rise stood up and began glaring at him.



“Please, tell me what is so pretty. Is the the stars? How about the city? Or, I don't know, the glowing ball of fire and death encompassing this building and trapping us on the roof?”



“Well, it does kinda make it look like a sunset.” 



“How can you think about the sky in a situation like this? WE ARE GOING TO DIE!!!?!”



Yo-Yo rushed over and grabbed ahold of his friend. “Calm down colt, get ahold of yourself,” adding a slap for good measure.



Rise stood wide-eyed for a bit, a hoof holding the cheek that was hit. He turned towards Yo-Yo. 



“You're right. I can’t panic at a moment like this.”



“Right? That’s my partner.”



“If I panic, I won't have time to beat you senseless,” Rise jumped at Yo-Yo and tackled him to the ground. “This is all your fault. I said it was a bad idea to add munitions, but no, you said it would be fine. You said it would put our names on build boards across Equestria. 'Yo-Yo and Rise' on all the street corners. I should have never listened to you!” 



“Well, when you put it that way it sounds bad.”



“ARRRGHHH!!!”



“AGK, ok man get off. I get it, ok. It’s my fault that we added that branch. It’s my fault we won't get our names on build boards across Equestria, and it’s my fault we are stuck on the roof waiting for the building to collapse and kill us. It’s my fault and I’m sorry.” Both of them lay there a moment to catch their breaths.



They sat there in awkward silence, until Rise just starts to chuckle. Yo-Yo looks confusedly over at him, and soon finds himself joining in. They both roll on the roof, with death mere floor below them, laughing like they had just heard the funniest joke in the world. After what seemed like hours, their laughter dies down to slight chuckles and then to just two friends smiling at nothing at all.



“I'm sorry too, Yo-Yo.”



Yo-Yo turned his head, “For what?”



“I've lied to you all these years. I was so desperate for someone to help me start my business, and after so many attempts, I just changed it.”



“I don't follow, changed what?”



“My name isn't High Rise, it’s High Low. Appropriate, huh? Reach a high point and life just has to bring me low again. Sorry I got you caught up in all of this.”



Yo-Yo lay still for a moment, then quickly jumped to his hooves. “Nope, I don't believe it.”



“It’s the truth Yo, I’m sorry.”



“Not that. I don't believe that life has fated you and me to beaten like this. This is our lives, and fate can go buck itself if it thinks it can break us.” 



Rise looked over at his friend, a smile spread across his face, “Yeah, buck destiny, buck fate, and buck having to hide my name. I am High Low and we'll make sure the world never forgets it.”



“That’s the spirit,” said Yo-Yo, pulling his friend into a hug. 



“Well, I feel better, but we are still stuck on the roof about to die.”



“Oh yeah.” 



“Hello up there. This is the Manehatten Fire Department. We have set up a landing pad, so you’re going to have to jump since we can't get to you.”



High and Yo-Yo look over the edge and see an X marking the landing pad. 



“For Yo-Yo and Rise Emporiums?” High reached out his hoof.



 Yo-Yo took it, “Nope, for Yo and Lows Emporium.”



 High Low looked at him, then smiled.



“Yeah, Yo and Lows. I like the sound of that.” 



They stepped forward.
      

      
   
      ...but whose?


      

      
      
         I release another blast from my horn, but the battle is over. The Messengers lie broken, their blubbery mouths held open in expressions of shock, their gelatinous bodies slowly dissolving in their own secretions. One raises a tentacle as I trot by, too weak to hold me, but it looks at me, pleading, and I pause.



“Do not fight us!” it slurs. “We offer you glory, glory! The glory that we yearn for, the glory that we have been denied, the glory of feeding the Eater!”



I shrug the slimy thing off in disgust and rush past. We hurry towards the lake. Already it is strangely silent. The birds have gone. Silver lines flash on its surface. We draw closer, and I see they are thousands of dead fish, bobbing on waves this lake should not have.



Out in the center of the lake the waters stir. Huge bubbles, glistening oily black, surface and break, belching foul sulfurous gases that spread a fine yellow-green mist over the lake. The water rises and pushes, a great green wave surges and sweeps forward and yet still rises and rises behind, rising like a tower, turning blacker as it rises, until the wave breaks and reveals the dark lugubrious glory of the Eater.



We were wrong. We were fools. It Is. We are less than insects before it.



It has no shape, and all shapes. Its formless black protoplasm oozes and pulses through our reality like gobs of oil dropped in water, taking and discarding the shapes of strange alien organs. The black blaze of light reflecting off its carapace hits me like a wave, dizzying me. I raise a hoof to ward it off, and I see eight great white oval discs in rows on its side, with black circles growing in their centers, and I have only a moment to think Its eyes, don’t look, I’m not worthy—



and it. Looks. At. Me.



I am panting. How long have I stood here? Is it possible that I have had its Eye, even one of its Eyes, upon me? Is it possible I could be found worthy of feeding it?



I thirst for just one drop of the viscous black ambergris I know coils within its hidden intestines. I thirst to taste, and be tasted, and trade my inflexible solid solitary soul to be one bilious infinitesimal piece of the Infinite.



Up above a blue gnat buzzes about before the god’s face. It darts forward and strikes at its squamous hide. Momentarily some tree-like tentacle will swat it out of the air.



Something shouts at the back of my mind, shouts the folly that this matters somehow, when the black gates, the Eater’s horrible glorious jaws, beckon.



Instead the Eyes, those glorious Eyes, turn slowly towards the blue speck. They stop and focus on what I see is a pony like me, only blue, vaguely familiar.



No! Take me! She isn’t worthy!



The vast mouth moves, forming words that blast the insolent pegasus backwards, though they rumble out slow as elephants.



WHO.



ARE.



YOU.



I see the tiny creature hovering before the god with its forelegs crossed, and half of me laughs and half of me cries and half of me screams in silent terror. It throws its puny voice against the god. Its words echo in my mind, its voice growing louder, nearer, more recognizable, battering down some invisible wall:



“Who wants to know?”
      

      
   
      Some Things You Just Shouldn't Say


      

      
      
         “I’ll be right back Spike.” Twilight announced as she put on her saddlebags. “I just need to pick up a few library books from the post office.”



Spike quickly scampered into the room. “Twilight,” he exclaimed “Don’t you know saying that gives you bad luck? You could fall in a ditch where no one can hear you, or trip and crack your horn. Please don’t go, I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”



“Silly Spike,” Twilight chuckled. “That’s just an old mare’s tale. Saying a few words isn't going to put me in any danger. I’ll make dinner when I get back,” Twilight finished as she closed the door behind her.



I swear that dragon has been reading too much fiction. Zombies, ghosts and now old superstitions? I need to talk to him about his comic books, Twilight pondered as she trotted toward the Ponyville post office. Suddenly, a shout filled the air. Before she had an opportunity to react, Twilight’s world became a blur of purple and cyan.



When her vision finally stopped spinning, Twilight gently picked herself up and dusted herself off. “Impeccable aim as always Rainbow” she said, nursing a few spots that were definitely going to bruise.



“Sorry about that Twilight, guess I pushed myself a bit far that time,” the cyan pegasus replied as she took to the air again. “Sorry, but I gotta go, see ya later Twi!”



“Rainbow wait!” Twilight cried as her friend receded in the distance. That pony is always in a hurry, Twilight mused, trotting off to her destination.



Outside of the post office a group of construction ponies were working on a scaffold above the entrance. A light brown stallion dangled his legs over the edge, watching ponies come and go while he ate lunch. As Twilight entered the building a small spider crept onto the stallion’s hoof. Surprised, he accidentally knocked a paint can over the edge of the scaffold, drenching a surprised Twilight Sparkle.



After recovering from the shock Twilight quickly cast a spell and removed all of the paint from her coat. Unfortunately, the quick-drying paint had already turned parts of her fur a bright green. The stallion smiled sheepishly as Twilight glared at him. Resigned to a long walk home and an even longer bath, the bright purple and green pony simply sighed and stepped into the Ponyville post office.



A few moments later the librarian stepped out into the bright sun, her saddlebags laden with several new volumes for the library. Twilight ignored the odd looks she was getting as she made her way back home.







Covered in scrapes, bruises and splotches of green paint the tired pony knocked on the library door. Spike opened the door, took one look at the multi-hued pony in front of him and slammed the door right into Twilight’s nose. From outside the tired and grumpy pony could hear the young drake shouting something about the Mane-iac coming to get him.



Too tired to deal with her young charge’s antics, Twilight stepped into the library and dropped her saddlebags. “Spike it’s me, Twilight. You and I need to have a talk.” Spike stepped into the room, tail held in his claws.



“Sorry about that Twilight, I guess I was a bit startled,” he said, pulling the new books out of the saddlebags. “You look like you had a rough day, I told you not to go out today.”



“About that, you really need to be careful with those comic books. It’s given you quite an imagination, and I am not sure it is a good one.” Twilight gently chided as she began walking upstairs to clean up. “Spike, while I’m getting this paint out of my fur could you put those books on the shelves?”



“Sure Twilight. Want me to start up a bath?” Spike asked as he began placing books on the shelves.



“No thanks Spike, I am a grown mare and can draw my own bath. What’s the worst that could happen?”
      

      
   
      Fall


      

      
      
         In the cold and ashen darkness of his gloomy citadel, the last Crystal Emperor brooded, dreaming of warmer days gone by.



Even in the heart of the Crystal Castle, Fiocco, called Snow King, could hear the savage baying of the windigos as they ran roughshod through the streets of his once-proud capital. Since time immemorial, the Empire had been Equestria's first line of defense from the winter-demons of the North, an unbreachable wall of love and unity against their hate. The thought of that barrier ever falling would have been an unthinkable one not five years ago.



But, fall it had, and on Fiocco's watch. The emperor knew the fault was his own, but he also knew that behind each crippling decision there lay the poisoned words of that same stallion who now stood at the foot of his throne.



"Your home is a fascinating one, Your Majesty," said the charcoal-black unicorn, glancing about, his mendicant's robes shifting in the room's icy drafts. "The more you despair, the more this place changes around us. The chandeliers have vanished, the linen-cupboards are gone, and with each new piece of bad news, another pit opens in the floor. I don't mind telling you that some of them have grown quite deep. Your anguish must be growing?"



Fiocco squeezed his eyes shut, tears turning to frost at the corners of his eyes. "I was a fool to ever accept your counsel."



"Yes," said Sombra. "Also young. Too young to take the throne, certainly. First stallion in an otherwise-unbroken line of mares stretching back to the first queen. A disappointment since birth. Clearly unfit to rule."



Fiocco stormed down from his blackened throne toward his onetime friend and advisor, stamping and snorting and trying in vain to draw himself up to Sombra's considerable height.



"I was afraid my ponies would not accept me," he said. "You were the one who told me I was right to fear. On your advice, I encouraged my subjects to spy on one another, to bring me any evidence of sedition they found in their neighbors. You led me to break apart my own country."



"Yes," said Sombra, nodding.



Fiocco bristled. "I will undo what you have done," he spat. "My fear was the only power you ever had over me."



"That fear still remains."



"Look around us!" Fiocco shouted, gesturing madly with one hoof. "You can no longer frighten me with visions of what might be! I have reached the limit of my despair! I cannot fall further than I already have!"



"What of your lovely pegasus bride?  And her little pink whelp?"



The Emperor's lips were a hard line. "She is no 'whelp.' She is named Mi Amore and she is the heir apparent to my family's line, the one who will restore glory to this house. You cannot frighten me by threatening my foal, Sombra. I've sent her where you cannot touch her."



Sombra's hooves clicked against crystal as he began a lazy, shark-like circle around the emperor.  "Boy," he said, "I would never threaten your foal or your queen. Do you know why?"



Fiocco's eyes were white-rimmed and wide. He said nothing.



"It was on my bed the foal was conceived," whispered Sombra, leaning in close. "The foal is mine."



The Crystal Castle gave a great groan, as of cracking ice. The noise came from very nearby, but to Fiocco's ears it sounded distant, thousands of miles away.



A hoof brushed against Fiocco's chest, light and feather-like; but in the emperor's state of shock, it fell as a profound blow. He stumbled backward from Sombra's touch. Even so, on normal ground he would have quickly recovered his footing. But the floor of the throne room was no longer normal ground.



With a brief rush of vertigo, Fiocco felt himself tumbling backward into darkness, into a newly-opened pit of his own despair, and in that moment the last Crystal Emperor found that he could indeed fall further than he already had.



Eventually, he thought as he fell, I will reach a point where it cannot become worse. Eventually I will reach the limit of my despair.



And he did.  After a fall that seemed to last a lifetime, the emperor eventually found a measure of peace, and in response, his crystalline home closed the pit beneath him.



Fiocco the Snow King reached the limit of his despair at speed, struck hard, and knew no more.
      

      
   
      Forging Harmony


      

      
      
         Princess Serene offered her guest, who she had not seen eat since she arrived in the castle, a modest plum sandwich.



The knight pushed it aside. “I have not come here to dine, Princess. You know that.”



“I understand.” Serene flicked her eyebrows off to one direction, and a servant hurriedly took the sandwich from the table. “If it is your wish to proceed hastily, Madam Celestia, then I’m sure I can oblige.”



“That is very welcome.”



“To which matter should we direct our attention first, then? Your incessant need to train unicorns in forbidden magic, or your attempted coup of my throne?”



The pallor of her face at that moment was priceless. Avoiding eye contact, she went to get up.



Serene slammed her hoof onto the table. “Sit down, Madam. We are not finished.”



Celestia surveyed the room. Serene’s guards outnumbered hers six to one. She sat back down.



“You may be interested to know that your recent escapades are very, very well documented. I should have you hanged.”



“I have only been acting in accordance with my duties.”



“Betraying your princess does not seen very knightly to me.”



“My duty is to protect this kingdom, Princess.”



Serene bit her lip. She shouldn’t have to deal with this insolence. “Do you think that just because you’re an alicorn that you’re above the laws of normal ponies?”



“When the laws are unjust, it is right to break them.”



“Every usurper who has ever lived has said those words. If it were you on this throne, some other filly with her head in the clouds would be sitting right where you are now. You can’t make everyone happy.”



“You can still try.”



“We are trying. Despite the best efforts of ponies such as yourself, this kingdom has never been more prosperous.”



“You would know, wouldn’t you?” Celestia’s steely countenance showed the slightest tremor of temper. “When was the last time you saw a mother try to smother her foal, rather than let it starve? When was the last time you watched your colts leave for war, knowing they would never return?”



Once again, Celestia surveyed the room.



Serene felt anxious. She counted her guards again. Still six to one.



“I suppose you have a cure for poverty, then? A cure for war?”



“Ponies can live in harmony. They did once before. I have seen it.”



“It’s not just other ponies we have to worry about,” Serene said. “There are griffons out there, and ursas and dragons and all kinds of things that would love to eat us if we just hung up our arms.”



“Every battle this kingdom ever fought was over petty squabbles between old mares.”



“A petty squabble to one is a cause worth fighting for to another. What will the next idealistic rebel say about your pursuits? What will she say makes her different from you, as you say you are different from me? Everyone thinks they have the answer. It’s only once you’re calling the shots that you realise there isn’t one.”



“There won’t be a next time,” Celestia said.



“There will always be a next time.”
      

      
   
      There Once Lived a Princess...


      

      
      
         The sound of shouting and jeering was deafening, despite the best efforts of the pony on top of the stage.



“Ponies, please!” he shouted. “We are about to announce the sentence of the jury.”



This seemed to calm the rabble, which began to quiet down in anticipation of the verdict that would decide the fate of their ruler.



Their ruler, a cream colored and azure maned alicorn, stood in the stand next to a group of old unicorns clad in gray robes.



Her frazzled coat was spotted with dark, reddish brown patches all over her, and several patches of fur were missing. Her mane was disheveled, and it didn’t have any of the ethereal quality it showed in her glory days.



She didn’t care, though. She no longer cared. She knew that she deserved the treatment she had gotten, and she knew her beloved had experienced the same before…



She gulped.



One of the unicorns, the eldest of the group, gave a step forward and drew a scroll from underneath his robes. Once the crowd had calmed enough, he unfurled the parchment and addressed the gathered ponies.



“Princess Blue Dreams,” the unicorn read aloud, “for the crimes committed against your kingdom, not fulfilling your royal duties,” he paused as he looked at the alicorn with hatred, “and neglecting the treaty with the dragon kingdom, which incurred the wrath of the one known as Fafnir,” the crowd erupted in hateful screams once the name of the creature was mentioned. Regardless, the unicorn raised his voice and kept speaking, “you are hereby sentenced to death by the council of unicorns.”



The crowd erupted in cruel cheers at the proclamation of the sentence. The elder unicorn rolled up the parchment and looked at the Alicorn, who still kept her eyes closed. “Do you have anything to say in your favor, Princess?” He spat.



The Princess slowly shook her head in denial, as a tear made its way down her cheek.



“Then so be it,” the unicorn said as he nodded to the rest of the unicorns, who then surrounded the Princess.



They all closed their eyes and began channeling magic on their horns; slowly, a deep, dark blue aura formed in the tip of their horns, and it grew gradually as time passed.



The alicorn could feel the cold beginning to envelop her, and a soft gasp escaped her lips.



“Any last words, Blue Dreams?” the unicorn next to her asked in a tone that didn’t betray his calm stance, but the fire in his eyes was enough to let the alicorn know the anger and pain that he hid inside.



“I have failed you,” the alicorn spoke in a manner that evoked the high, regal tone in which she addressed her subjects in times past, “and I accept the punishment you have deemed fit for my actions,” her voice dropped and spoke in a soft whisper that was still audible, “I am so very sorry.”



Silence dawned on the crowd, and nobody dared to move. The unicorns in gray robes shifted nervously as they looked at each other, not knowing how to react. The silence, however, did not last.



“Kill her!” cried a mare from the back of the crowd.



The rabble erupted once again in pained screams. The unicorns closed their eyes and continued with the spell. The Alicorn knew that her time had come.



"I'll see you in the next life, my love," she whispered as she raised her head and looked at the heavens above.



The shouting of the ponies increased, and as Princess Blue Dreams closed her eyes for the last time, she thought of her beloved.



And then the silence enveloped her.
      

      
   
      The Dying Words of Starswirl the Bearded


      

      
      
         “This is it, Spike! The Sanctum of Starswirl the Bearded!” 



Spike didn’t share Twilight’s enthusiasm, holding himself close to her back as he shivered into her mane, not sparing a glance for the frozen tower. “Ugh, it’s freezing. Why did you have to bring me along, anyway?”



“Spike! You know why this is important.”



“Because you want to listen to some old wizard talk?”



“It’s Starswirl the Bearded!” Twilight stomped her hoof on the frozen steps.



“Can we argue inside? I’m cold.”



Twilight sighed and shook her head, her horn lighting up as she pulled open the great wooden doors, the rimed-over surface cracking as chunks of ice tumbled off them onto the stone landing. Spreading her wings, she leapt inside, slowly skittering to a halt as she pulled the door shut behind them with a loud thump.



“We’re inside! Oh, this is so exciting! No one has been here in hundreds of years. Can you believe it?”



“Yeah. It’s still freezing,” Spike grumbled, letting go of Twilight to cross his arms across his chest, shuddering. “So what’s the deal with this spell of yours, anyway? I thought you said there’s no such thing as ghosts.”



“There isn’t,” Twilight said, trotting towards the spiral staircase in the center of the tower.



“So how are you going to talk to him? He’s been dead for, like, forever. If there’s no ghost, how does your spell know who to talk to?”



Twilight shook her head. “The spell doesn’t talk to anyone. When a pony dies, they leave a psychic imprint on their surroundings, reflecting their last moments in Equestria. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to hear Starswirl’s last moments!”



“Why would you want to listen to a dying pony? Isn’t that kind of personal?”



“Because it’s important!” Twilight jerked her head, peering up towards the top of the tower before redoubling her pace. “Clover the Clever said that his dying words were so profound, mere words could not be used to express them on paper. Do you know what that means?”



“She was a lousy assistant?”



“No! That there are words that are so deep and meaningful that they can’t even be written down! That’s fascinating! A whole new branch of unknown vocabulary. Isn’t that exciting?”



“Exciting. Right.”



Twilight sighed.



The pair fell silent as they wound their way up the tower, Twilight’s frown turning to a smile once more as they approached the top of the stairwell, her horn lighting up to yank the door open before she even reached the top step. “We’re here!”



Spike looked up, tilting his head to peer past Twilight’s horn. “Isn’t much to look at.”



“Well, Clover took everything important when she left. Anything that was still here probably would have rotted away by now.” Twilight stepped into the empty room, her horn lighting once more to carefully pull the door closed behind her. “Now Spike, you ready to take a note?”



Spike hunched his shoulders, rubbing his claws together for several seconds before he nodded his head. “Yep. Just gotta get your ink out of your saddlebags.” He reached down. “And hope it isn’t frozen.”



“It’s not THAT cold.”



“Speak for yourself. So what am I writing?”



“The last words of Starswirl the Bearded!”



Spike blinked as he straightened up, an inky quill clutched between his claws. “I thought you said they couldn’t be written?”



“Right! So I want you to try and write them and see what happens. Now hang on!”



Spike tightened his legs around Twilight’s sides as her horn flared, the bare stone blazing with violet magic as her spell took hold before suddenly extinguishing itself as a faint, wheezing voice filled the room.



“It can’t end like this. Tell them I said something… profound.”



“…profound,” Spike muttered to himself, before brightening as he pressed the quill into the parchment at the end of the sentence. “Got it!”



Silence hung in the room for a long moment.



“What?” Twilight shouted shrilly, stamping her hooves on the ground. “That can’t be it!”



“I don’t know what to say, Twilight; I wrote it down just fine. I guess she was a lousy assistant, huh?”



“But… Clover the Clever said that his words were so deeply meaningful, mere words couldn’t express them! They moved her, Spike!”



“I dunno. Sounds to me like she just couldn’t come up with anything good either,” Spike said, chuckling to himself as he leaned back on the terribly still mare. “Right, Twilight?” He paused. “Twilight?”



Twilight’s eye twitched.
      

      
   
      Final Resting Place


      

      
      
         “You still with me, Daring?” In Situ asked.



Daring looked up at her young protégé, trying to tell herself that he wasn’t so young anymore. Every time he went out of her sight, she kept thinking of him as the gangly, bouncy colt who kept following her everywhere and pestering her with questions about the best way to clear away dirt without damaging a find, which period each piece belonged to, or how he too could dodge arrows and outrun boulders if only he had the right routine. But then she looked at him and saw a thicker stallion with a choppy beard and plenty of grey hair in his mane.



She’d lost all of her own gray hairs years ago, replaced by white. The ravages of age had been kinder on her than she could expect. She still had her eyes and her mind, after all. But the rest of her had taken the first step to mummification. All of her joints were stiff at best, flaring up at the slightest motion when she hadn’t taken enough medicine. The feathers on her wings looked ratty and frayed, the consequence of less frequent molting periods. Her glory days passed by decades ago, and the archaeological society had decided, after one too many reports of faltering hearing and reflexes, that her days of retrieving priceless relics had ended. Now she was one herself, or so she’d grown accustomed to thinking when she felt like joking.



“Huh?” she asked him. Her hearing had not fared as well as her eyesight.



Situ walked back over and tapped her on the shoulder. “I asked if you were still going to see our present. It’s just up ahead.”



“Really now?” Daring asked, glancing around at the end of the path. “Because I can’t help but notice you’ve led me to the graveyard. I should probably tell you you’re not on my will, at least not if you’re gonna be this obvious about it.”



He jumped back from Daring and tripped over his own hooves, almost planting his rear on the ground. “What? What do you think I’d—”



She let out a creaky laugh and reached out to help him back up. “I’m just kidding, Situ. I know you wouldn’t hurt me like that.”



“I can’t believe you’d joke about something like that,” Situ said as he brushed his legs off.



“Well, you still haven’t told me why I'm here, squirt.” Daring peered at the rows and columns of tombstones, decorated and carved with love and reverence so that no two of them looked alike. “You don’t need to tell me I’m gonna die. Surprised it didn’t happen sooner, honestly.”



A twisted, anxious frown crossed situ’s face, complete with an evasive look in his eyes. “It was the society’s idea. They thought you’d appreciate the expense.”



Daring would have tilted her head if she could trust her neck to remain flexible. “The what? No, don’t tell me. Might as well get it over with. Lead the way, Situ.”



He did just that, weaving through plots and tombstones to the back of the cemetery where the most ostentatious of monuments lay. More than once she passed by a statue of a confident, rearing stallion or mare eager to be remembered forever. But once she reached the corner with the mausoleums, she found herself having to do a double-take. The newest, largest, most impressive one had a compass rose cutie mark above the door. Instead of the fluted columns she’d seen on neighboring mausoleums, she saw the square spiral engravings and other decorations endemic to Neiztec architecture.



“Holy smokes,” she whispered. “Is this… is this mine?”



Situ nodded. “There are murals inside, too.”



Looking inside, she saw that he was right. Aside from their relative newness, the embellished depictions of her career’s highlights couldn’t be more authentic.



“It’s beautiful,” she said, a stunned smile on her face.



Situ sighed in relief. “They got you pegged, didn’t they?”



“Sure did! I’m just worried that ponies will plunder this place after I’m dead.”



They both shared a laugh at the idea. “That needs to be on your coffin,” Situ said after catching his breath. “Shame those weren’t your official last words, eh Daring?”



She shrugged. “You can just fudge the records for me if it’s so important to you. Or I’ll say it again when it’s time.”



“But that could be a few years, Daring.”



“Yeah,” Daring said. “I can only hope.”
      

      
   
      Once Upon a Time in Appleloosa


      

      
      
         Braeburn felt the weight of his father's rifle slung across his back, the butt of the weapon protruding over his shoulder. He started into a resolute trot, knowing exactly where he was going – there ain't no other place the stallion he was looking for would be at this time of day.



After a brief trot through Appleloosa, the product of many years of hard labour in the burning sun, he arrived outside the saloon. He knew it was crowded, yet only one single, rowdy voice sailed past the batwing door and out into the hot air.



Braeburn gritted his teeth, took a breath, and curtly stepped inside.







Sitting at a table in the middle of the place, as Braeburn had known he'd be, was Buck. The dark brown stallion wore a grey cape across his back and flanks, just barely covering the symbol of a revolver backdropped by a dollar sign. He wore a red handkerchief, and a wide‐brimmed hat hung down the back of his neck. His dirty, orange mane was sprawled in all directions. He was staring down the length of a bottle all the while unending insults and taunts poured every which way from his mouth.



Buck had arrived in Appleloosa just a week ago, conveniently while Sheriff Silverstar was out of town. Within the hour, everypony had known his name. There were whispers about him being a bank‐robber or the likes, but the last pony who'd been prying had promptly received a hard forehead to his muzzle. The stallion never paid for the countless drinks he downed at the saloon, and nopony dared object any longer. Something had to be done.



As Braeburn approached the stallion, a whisper travelled through the room. Buck looked over his shoulder.



“Braeburn!” Buck's rugged features morphed into a jeering grin, his eyes pausing at the gun across the Braeburn's back. “Here, come on, take a seat. And somebody get my favorite drinking buddy something to–”



“You ain't no compadre of mine, Buck,” Braeburn cut him off, narrowing his eyes on the outlaw.



“Oh?” Buck raised an eyebrow, smirking. “And do you plan on doing about 'bout that?”



Braeburn didn't answer.



“I mean, your precious sheriff ain't here to stop me.” Buck continued, waving a hoof across the room. “So tell me, Brae. Whaddaya plan on doing about me?”



“If Sheriff Silverstar ain't here to throw you out of Aaaappleloosa, guess I'm gonna have to do it myself.” The saloon was silent like the grave.



“Is that so,” Buck deadpanned. “Let's continue outside.”



He swept his drink, tossed the empty glass over his shoulder, and promptly trotted out of the bar. Braeburn stared after Buck a few moments, before giving a shaky breath and following him. He felt the eyes of the whole emplacement on him, and several of the onlookers gave encouraging, yet grave, nods as he pushed the doors open and stood in the midday sun.







Buck was standing a short length down the road, his cape billowing in a hot wind from behind him. His hat now rested upon his dust‐red mane.



Braeburn regarded him carefully as he trotted out and stood facing him.



“So you don't want me 'round here no more?” Buck stated, matter of factly. 



“Sure as hay I don't, Buck,” Braeburn spat his name out. “Nopony does.”



“Well, then, we're gonna have a problem.” Buck's voice grew louder, frantic. “'Cause I happen to like it here!”



There was a pause.



“But let's not get ahead of ourselves.” Buck said, just slightly more quiet. “You just turn around, and walk away, and ain't nopony gonna get hurt.”



Braeburn shook his head. “This ends today, Buck.”



Buck threw his cape backwards and exposed the stock of his rifle, slung across his back in a similar fashion to Braeburn's.



“Get outta here, Braeburn,” Buck warned. His voice was lower now, trembling, and his eyes bore straight into Braeburn's. “Apparently, this town ain't big enough for the both of us.”



“Well I ain't leaving.” Braeburn slowly raised a front hoof towards his own weapon, and his eyes turned cold.



Silence.



A nervous twitch.



Sudden movement, and guns blazing.
      

      
   