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Love Call



I rise to meet the winds on uncertain wings

driven by the hammering call in my breast

before which all my power is like snow in the breeze

driven whence the fates desire



Love has a magic beyond all other powers

a sword with two blades, both sharp and bloody

wounding with cuts that will not heal

and leaving shards of destruction in its wake



This love beyond all has pierced my heart

like the sharpest blade of purest ice

I bleed into the frozen wind as I fly

North, away from where my heart desires



I dare not look back, for my will is weak

my blood burns with desire to stay

filling my body with a fire that will not die

each beat of my wings is like a blow

each breath purest agony



Ribs that once touched others, warm and loved

they ache with the cold that will not leave

but the eyes, those haunting eyes, are worst

they haunt with glints of color when I least expect

filling my empty days with endless dread

and my sweaty nights with frustrated lust

no longer can I sleep beneath their passionate gaze

nor attend my subjects’ needs in the light of day



Surely I am stronger than their magic touch

woven into horn and gaze until I was lost

captured unwary and laughed at by all

except one



The touch of their fire does not weaken as I fly

through the endless days and nights 

northward, always north

to oblivion or salvation

and away from my burning heart’s desire



To the top of the world, where magic fails

Beyond the mountains of glass

Far past the ice-choked seas

Where no mortal soul can tread



There I shall find ice to quench this endless fire

a world’s worth of pain drowned in emptiness

I cannot yield to the sweet song of my heart’s call

but must drown it until the voice no longer sings



The howls of the Wendigo grow strong

and ice begins to wreath my tired form

slowly at first, then more as their howls increase

pale ghosts in the shadowed clouds, drawing near



I should surrender to their icy clutches

allowing their chill to consume my fire

as they circle in the windy sky

living snowflakes bringing the death of sleep



Fire fills my body at their embrace

a chill knife that cuts old wounds

fury consumes me, that they would dare touch

what I want so much from another



My rage consumes the beast, frost maned and icicle toothed

blown to red mist at the thoughts of my love

a haze of fragrant steam that passes behind

and raises screams of fear from its kind



Another and yet another burst into bloody mist at my touch

shrieks of pain and terror from those who do not understand

red destruction is what they bring to others

until a few survivors learn under my tutoring and flee



Onward I fly, ignoring the screams that fall behind

my love brings death, my death should I fail

still, I feel the unceasing call of my love pulling me back

to abandon my quest and surrender to fate



The wind remaining freezes solid in my throat

and my limbs are as grey stone

by the time I see that line of ash

that splits our fertile lands from sterile nothingness



Equestrian magic touches every leaf and rock

permeates the soil and air, the living and the dead

making all under the sun dance to its happy tune

as the hidden piper plays his unholy reel



That deadly song now fills my heart

with a rusty blade that saws away at my will

I must not yield to its siren call

to flee to the beloved one who has cut me there

and placed a seed of their desire within



I land upon the frozen soil of this barren place

and stare out into the featureless abyss ahead

in a line of darkness within reach of my hooves is nothing

for the magic can not pass beyond it

within that land of darkness and void

the magic chains on my heart will loose

and I shall once again be free of love’s deadly call

as I was before



The sensation of those passionate lips brings pleasure to my loins

with memory of that magical horn, glowing warm with desire

and the eyes, ever the eyes, deep as oceans

all shall be washed away

into nothingness

leaving only me

free



With wooden limbs and frozen hooves, I step forth

into a chill that makes this ice seem warm

the magic hisses as it leaves me

there is cold without its touch, like stone

and with it goes my life



I stumble back, heaving my body across the line

into the relative warmth of ice and snow

but the spell which binds me remains

wrapping my heart with a heat undimmed



The spell is stronger than my soul

more powerful than my life

stronger than death

and I must dance to its macabre tune



Into the frozen air, I rise again

heading south to where I must go

as the warmth returns, my heart rejoices

I shall be rejoined with my love

even though it means my death



Wendigo snarl at my passage, their thoughts of revenge

but they keep their distance, rage held back by fires of love

they track my path with jaws open wide, howling their fury

until the growing warmth of the land leaves them behind



Other voices call, lost and fragile souls of their own

my family, those of my blood and mind

they shall not restrain my flight

nor delay my final destiny



The wind whips past my face in endless streams

and I am blind to earth and sky

the desire that burns in my heart guides my path

making the miles melt before my wings



The mountains rise up before me, glass and glitter in the sun

pale shadows of warmth, reaching for me with blades of crystal

protecting that which I now seek, each of us slaves to our masters

acting as puppets without will of our own



Their crystal spires grasp as I pass by

sharpened stone spines and razored edge

a futile grasp at one who flies above

until I am past, and they resume their endless guard



I see it now, the place where my life will end

as a hive, filled and swarming with warm life

they hate me all, but I do not care

the drones rise up with spear and hoof

cast down by my power as I fly on

so close to my destination

I will not fail



The blades that fill my heart cut again as I land

seeing my love who stands with another of love

those eyes who once could only see my own

now cast their powerful gaze away

even as the love drags me forward

towards love certainly turned to hatred



What would I give to again see those eyes filled with my reflection

those hooves, so soft and gentle upon my body

the caress of that horn, and the magic within

It shall not be, for that time is lost

but still I must try



Once I commanded thousands, and the wind shook before my power

now I am only myself, cold and ugly on the floor under their gaze

even the smallest of drones is larger

on my belly like a worm, I abase myself

dragging myself forward, I beg and plead

as I crawl



At their hooves, I collapse in agony

staining the carpet with my tears

unable to speak for the longest time

until I feel a familiar touch from each

resting upon my shoulder



Their blazing anger has cooled.  Their justified rage, embers burnt to ash

it would be more merciful to be slain

than to endure this torture

as love once again cascades down

and my heart trembles from its power



Their eyes do not look as I feared

with hatred and bitter spite

but each warm gaze envelops me in love

that melts the ice in my heart

and forces out the words that I must say or die



Princess Cadence.  Shining Armor.  Please, forgive me, my love.








Addendum: Through annotations discovered in this document and additional research, the archeological expedition uncovered a hitherto unknown section of the Royal Crystal Crypts, collapsed under thousands of tons of rubble from the Cataclysms of 2751 and 3050.  Several years of careful excavation led the expedition to a small crypt marked with the sign of the Lost Crystal Empire, and several hundred well-preserved bodies of royalty from that era.  In the center of the crypt lays a single large sarcophagus, inlaid with protective spells and runes, that the expedition has been unable to open.



However, there is an inscription on the lid that has been translated as follows:



My name is Chrysalis, Queen of the Changelings

Look upon my resting place, ye Mighty, and have hope

Once I viewed love as something to be taken

Wrested away from others less deserving

No greater monster could I face than myself

Stealing that which I could not earn

Destroying that which I could not conquer



Even the touch of death, I did not fear

I dared to stretch forth and steal a goddess

Taking her mate into my own embrace

In my hubris, I danced before the Sun

And flaunted my deed in her place of power



For one moment, I had risen to the sky

Victor of Sky and Heart, Queen of all I surveyed

My minions reigned supreme over our foes

And the world was my oyster



How far do the mighty fall from grace

From what heights do they plummet

One moment, Queen, the next, dust

Less than nothing, a bug beneath a hoof



Only one thing did I take from my folly

A fire in my heart, ignited by desire

Pain that could not be endured by mortal flesh

The last indignity of my defeat



My heart was wrapped in its infernal embrace

Shattered shards yearning to be reunited

That which I shattered, in turn broke me

Driving me back to the one I had struck



In mortal fear, I fled my inescapable fate

Wishing only to rid myself of this curse

But this fire could not be put out by ice

Only burning brighter as I tried



Defeated and broken, I returned to my victims

Begging forgiveness in vain for my crimes

I did not expect to be blessed beyond measure

Love given freely in exchange for love in return



Crushing defeat turned into victorious triumph

Two hearts opened wide to one in need

Through the years, our children became as one

Spreading across the land and bringing peace



Love conquers all, and conquered, I was victorious

Let that be the lesson that you take from our tomb

One heart in three bodies, together forever 

Weak no longer, but strengthened by our love



For those who come after we have gone

Far from here, to the Shadowlands of legend

Take with you our wisdom as you leave this place

And return to your homes, changed for the better



Let our example guide your path

Let our children guide you into the light

Let your hearts open to those in need

And above all, let the magic of love flow through you








Inscribed into the stone above the doorway into the ancient tomb are a few simple words.  Visitors pause on their pilgrimage to read and meditate upon them before entering the crypt, head held low and voices hushed in respect. 



By order of Princess Aurora and Prince Obsidian, The Tomb of the Founders shall forever more be open to all, be they Pony or not.  The example they set through their lives has made us what we are today, and should be cherished by all, regardless of their lineage or race.


      

      
   
      Stallion Whose Name I Forgot


      

      
      
         I sit at the base of the mountain on the cold ground, and even though the sky is overcast, I know that I am in the mountain's shade. The peak is obscured by clouds, and I fear that they will come down on me as fog. The air smells distantly of rubbing alcohol. I look at the ponies trying to pull out my cart from the mud and repeat their names: Applejack and Fluttershy. Memory hasn't served me well lately, which is why the most important piece of paper is in the pocket of my jacket, next to my heart. Only this I know for certain: My name is Rarity, and the only pony who can save me is on the top of that mountain.



I had travelled for long and from afar, pulling by myself the heavy cart with everything that mattered to me. I rode through the featureless plains for longer than I could remember, and just as the expanse turned to hills, my cart got stuck in the mud. It is only thanks to fortune that two ponies were walking by who were happy to help out a stranger.



"Well, this is useless," Applejack says, wiping sweat from her brow. "It's stuck and it's not going anywhere."



"Are you sure?" I ask.



Fluttershy hovers over the cart and picks up a dressing mannequin. "Maybe if we take a few things out, it'll budge?"



"The mud isn't the problem. The wheel must've caught in a groove in the stone. Say, what do you even have in here?" Applejack looks into the cart. "Mannequins, a sewing machine, and… party favors?" 



"I assure you, all of these items are highly personal and important," I say. "Vital, even."



"So why are you going up the mountain? Starting a boutique for clowns?" Applejack asks. 



"I heard a legend that on the top of this mountain lives a wise mare who can answer truthfully any one question for anypony." I stand and walk right up to Applejack, looking her in the eye. "And I have a question that I absolutely require an answer for."



"Well, gosh, in that case you definitely won't need any of this baggage. If I know anything about wise mares—and I happen to have one as my granny—it's that they hate hubris. Besides, it'll still be here when we're back."



I open my mouth to protest, but Applejack puts a foreleg around my shoulders and whispers, "Think seriously, sugarcube, what is more important to you? An answer or all this stuff?" 



I fight with myself for a moment, but the answer is apparent. I touch the pocket on my chest and nod. "Applejack," I say, "did you say, 'when we're back?'"



She grins. "Yup. Ain't no way we're letting you hike up that far all on your lonesome." 



All my protests are swept aside. "We couldn't get your cart out, so we might at least supply the pleasure of our company," Applejack says, and Fluttershy adds that they won't slow me down. 



They start the walk up the hill before me, and I only sigh and follow them. With a trembling in my chest, I realize that I've never seen the mountain's peak from down on the ground. 








Eighteen years ago—or was it a lifetime?—I was but a filly with a dream about gems. They were my cutie mark, and in them I saw my purpose. I had a phase when I was little when I tried to put gems on everything. I even tried to encrust my favorite rubber ball. When I had found no way to put the gems on the ball and still be able to play with it, I instead painted an intricate pattern of gems on it.



But it was this ball that gave me pause about what I was doing. Did it matter that I stitched the gems to cloth or glued them to my mother's silverware? And were it the gems themselves that made my spirit smile or was it some idea behind them? I was too young to grasp such concepts, but a brief apprenticeship with a gem cutter confirmed my theory that diamonds and rubies themselves were only rocks.



All through my school years, I kept sewing dresses at my desk, but I carried the rubber ball with me in my thoughts. Eventually I decided that my cutie mark, like many others, was metaphorical, and it was more the idea of revealing beauty where it was hidden that attracted me. I began to look at the world not as an object to be made beautiful, bust as a rock concealing precious gems within it.



I studied the various ways this beauty could be expressed. Surely, clothes were hardly the best medium for such efforts. I lost the enthusiasm I had for making clothes and wandered instead through the town, searching for beauty in the streets, parks, and homes, and thinking about ways to capture it.



During the last year of school, I read "Weathering the Heights" by the Bronto sisters. The book was nothing like the bodice-rippers that were my choice before. Every word, every gesture, every whisper had something special hidden behind it, just like my gems, a greater idea of beauty not seen but perceived. But it was so much more than rocks could express! 



I found no sleep that night, instead pacing my room with thoughts about the new world revealed to me. I had made my decision. 



On the next day, I put away the sewing machine on my desk and placed in its stead a stack of paper and a set of fresh quills.








My fear is confirmed, and the clouds come down from the peak to meet us as fog. We are walking blindly, our only guide being the trail chiseled into the stone. The incline has become noticeable now, and I begin to want for air—or is it only because of fear? Fluttershy says something, but I let it go past my attention.



"Is something wrong, sugarcube?" Applejack asks me. "You were miles away for some time there."



"Sorry, I was just… reminiscing."



"I said how terrible it must be to get lost in this fog," Fluttershy says.



"Yes, I am so very thankful for this trail," I reply.



The wind slaps me in the face with a sudden gust, and the fog before us is dissipates. Just ahead, the trail disintegrates into at least twelve directions. The new trails seem to go everywhere: three turn back on themselves and lead somewhere downhill and to the side, another traverses a bramble-covered bridge hanging in thin air above the crossroads, and another turns sharply and disappears somewhere into a hole in the ground. The only direction not apparent is up, and in the middle of this trail stands a tall post bristling with black signs.



"Damn my mouth."



We approach the signpost, but it is a solid black, as if charred by flame. Fluttershy flies up to look closer, and just as she touches one of signs, a pair of yellow eyes open and turn to look at her. The creature stirs, and I can just about make out its charcoal-black reptilian body as it crawls to sit on top of the sign. 



"A chameleon!" Fluttershy says. She's pretty happy for somepony hovering so close to a black-scaled reptile. "If he's local, he could know where each trail leads." 



"Sure," I say, "let's just ask it."



The chameleon loudly inhaled and increased in size like a balloon, and then let out the air in one croak, and we could clearly hear words in the wet vibrations. "I do." 



"Oh, great, nevermind then. This place is getting better and better."



"Mister chameleon, sir, do you happen to know where these paths lead?" 



The chameleon croaked again, its body rising and shrinking as it continuously blew air like an accordion. "The rightmost path leads to Heart's Exploratory Hospital. The one that traverses the bridge goes to the Angel's Tears Cemetery. The one that runs underground comes to the River Styx…" 



"We appreciate your help," I say, "but maybe you could save us some time and just tell us which one leads to the peak and the wise mare who lives there?" 



"Every path leads to the same wise mare," it says, looking as if through me, "but to a different answer."



"In that case, could you tell us which route is easiest?" Fluttershy asks.



The chameleon's mouth splits in two with a grin and it croaks out what sound like two hearty laughs. "Down."



"Riddles upon riddles. Useless. We are wasting our time." I start down one of the paths and let Fluttershy catch up before speeding up.



"It is," the chameleon says, "if you do not have the wise mare's payment." 



"Payment? Nothing was said about a payment." 



"The wise mare will answer a question only in exchange for a feather from a phoenix."



"And where am I supposed to find one?" I ask, but the chameleon slinks down the signpost and disappears in the dense grass. 



"Well, it's too late to go back now," Applejack says.



Fluttershy touches down next to me. "It's alright. Phoenixes are magical birds, they can be found anywhere." 



"Hey, Rarity, this is the road to that hospital," Applejack says. "Why did you choose this one?"



"Because the cleaner cobblestone here will be gentler on my hooves," I say, and pick up my pace.



My steps are unsteady. I have no idea why I chose this path.








Three months after graduation, I am in Soiree: capital of both prance and the romantic arts. The humid city air revitalized my mind, and the busy streets reminded me pleasantly of Canterlot. Through great fortune and effort, I had secured for myself via correspondence a seat on the private workshop of Professor Brand, a lecturer at the University of Soiree, who was said to be a teacher not of literature or writing, but Art.



Our classroom was a coffee house, our desks—beanbag chairs. He sat us in a circle and asked us to think of him and of each other not as students and teacher, but as friends and equals. He maintained that art, even capital-A Art, was available to everyone. 



"What do you desire to learn here?" he asked us on the first day, and pointed at me. 



"I want to learn to create beauty," I said, my voice wavering.



"Only the gods can create beauty, my dear. We can only discover it," he said. "Don't think of yourself and of other artists as of creators, but rather as of explorers. Everything beautiful has been created before, and we are only left to humbly find and express it in words. Like astronomers, we scour the night sky to fill out our maps and delight when our calculations prove that an unseen star exists in the black void in its proper place, and no amount of imagination will create a star more beautiful or suitable for its place than the one that was put there by nature.



"Now substitute ponies for stars and you get the basic principle of literary writing." The class pealed with laughter, and he continued. "Thus, the magic of beauty is not created, but found, and it can be discovered anywhere whatsoever."



My quill never left the page. I hung on every word, every phrase, drinking them in like they were fresh water to a castaway. Never before had anyone spoken so directly to me and answered my questions so clearly.



After the class was over, I was dying to share my experience, so I turned to the stallion who was sitting next to me. "It was amazing. It's like he read my mind, like this whole class was created just for me alone."



"He has that effect on ponies. I admire his passion for the art," he replied. "You are not from Prance, right?" He introduced himself and offered to buy me coffee. I said yes.



Sadly, I cannot remember the stallion's name.








The hospital looks massive from the outside, but inside it is empty. We walk through the halls and every room we look into has nothing but empty beds and trolleys. The smell of medicine—bleached cloth, sterile metal, and the somber kind of alcohol—pierces my nose. But we are not alone: there are voices in the distance.



"So," Applejack asks, "what is it that you wanted to ask this wise mare so much?" 



"I don't know. Or, rather, I have forgotten, but I have the question written." I touch the pocket on my chest. "It came to me in a time of great distress, you could even call it a delirium, but I was fortunate enough to write it down. I dare not try to recall it for fear of meddling with my memory even more. I only know that my life depends on the answer."



"Well, maybe those doctors will take one look at ya' and tell you what's wrong, and there won't be any need for a wise mare." 



We come to a door with light shining through the gaps. I hear at least a dozen ponies on the other side. I knock, and the voices stop. There are hoof steps, and a nurse with wide purple circles under her eyes opens the door. 



"I am very sorry," I say, "and I know it sounds weird, but we were wondering if such a scientifically-minded institution might have a phoenix feather they could spare for a traveller?" 



The nurse looks at me as if I had three eyes. "Lady, you can't 'spare' a phoenix feather. You can't even take its feather—not unless that phoenix is attuned to you, and there is only ever one phoenix for every pony in the world like that." 



I want to ask clarification when I look inside the room. A dozen doctors in masks and glasses, each looking the same as the last, stand around a table covered with a bloody shroud. Two white hooves peek from under the cloth.



"We are very busy and cannot provide consultation," the nurse says. "This mare had a bird burst out of her chest, and we are having a consilium on how to cure her. The doctors have been discussing for a year now and they are close to a breakthrough. If you want answers, go look for the dragon higher on the mountain. He's got answers to everything that matters." The door closes in my face, and the muffled conversation continues. 



I and Applejack turn and walk to the exit. Fluttershy sighs and settles behind us. "Dragons," she says. "Why does it always have to be dragons?"








He had a jawline that every single Commander of the Royal Guard in history could envy, and both a voice and an air about him that were worthy of theatre. His coat was whiter than my own. We bonded over coffee after each and every class. We discussed the things we had in common: He grew up among the windmills and wineries of rural southern Prance, I was born in the poetic Nowhere of Equestria. He had a three-story house on the Reine, I rented a room in an attic. 



One day, he brought his stories. Not for the class to read, but for me. I swallowed word after word, my coffee completely forgotten as I was astonished by the flow of prose and the genuine feelings. "You are a master," I said. He was humble. "How do you make the rhythm flow so well with the action? How do you make your heroes make so much sense? How do you capture a lover's passions so vividly?" 



We discussed the written word until the shop closed and we stood outside. Neither of us wanted to end the conversation, so we walked. The walk led to a discussion of poetry, which led to dramatic readings of Cannon and Wolf's romances under the street light, which led to midnight, which led to his house being closer, which led to my skirt forgotten on the stairs and his cologne filling my breath. 



Lost in passion, he forgot himself and spoke only Prench. I understood half the words. The other half my imagination filled with words from Cannon and Wolf. After it is done, the duvet is like a bed of hot coals. 



A full moon shined through the open window. He is asleep, but I lie for an hour, maybe two, in a trance, feeling something simmer inside me. Then, a spark lighted behind my eyes, travelled down my throat, and started a fire in my chest which lifted me from the bed onto unsteady hooves and to the writing desk by the window. I found blank pages amidst the chaos of strewn manuscripts, picked up a red quill, and wrote.








The steep hills turn into walls, and we have to find places where the rocks form stepping stones for us to climb on. Why did I have to be born a distant relative of a mountain goat, and not a Pegasus or an Earth pony? Then I'd either get to the top easily or never want to climb in the first place. 



"You really like to daydream, don't you?" Applejack tells me from the plateau I am climbing towards. "Kind of a bad time to do it now." 



"I was just remembering a stallion I met once. He had passion like I had never seen before or since."



"Aw, shucks, that's a good thing to daydream about. What was his name?"



"Sadly, I can't seem to remember." 



Applejack gives me her hoof and pulls me up. The plateau is fairly big and it overlooks a side of the mountain. I contemplate camping down for a little while when I notice Fluttershy hovering on the other side of the clearing, holding her body still as if mesmerized. 



"What's wrong?" Applejack asks. 



Fluttershy points and I see it—just beyond the plateau, on a long tree growing from the mountainside, sits the red, fiery bird. 



"What are you waiting for?" I say. "Go on, ask for its feather!"



"Oh no, phoenixes are proud birds, they don't respond well to being asked for favors, even politely. But I could never bully an animal."



"Fine then. Applejack, you have your rope, can you lasso it over here?"



Applejack rubs her chin. "Well, I could catch it alright. But my ropes' mighty strong. I'll crush it in the loop and then the bird'll just fall into ash, feathers and all." 



"Well what am I supposed to do then?" I ask. 



I look around the clearing and notice the thick, long grass growing by the mountainside. A light bulb goes off in my head, and I light up my horn. I gather the grass and weave it into a primitive cage open from the bottom. 



The phoenix sits with its back to us, and it is too busy cleaning its feathers to notice how I sneak up to the edge of the plateau, cage levitating in my aura. The bird is right outside my range, and I lean right over the edge to reach it. But just as the cage is an inch from the bird's head, it shuffles further away on the branch. 



I walk over to the base of the tree and test it with my hoof. It is hard as rock, and my movement doesn't even shake it. I lie prone and crawl onto the tree and up the trunk, doing my best to not look at the drop below me. 



And again, as I reach the phoenix, it walks further away, as if playing with me. It probably is, but I continue to crawl after it. There is only so much of the tree left and, finally, the bird reaches the top of the trunk. Gathering my hooves underneath me like a cat, I quickly lean forward and bring the cage down on the phoenix, holding the open end tight with my magic. 



I forgot what phoenixes were made of. A single flap of its wings and the grass cage disappears in a cloud of smoke. The phoenix screeches with the sound of hot iron being struck with a hammer and flaps its wings again, lifting off of the branch.



Without thinking, I jump after it. I catch the bird in my hooves and laugh. The only thought I have is that it's strange that the feathers don't burn me. But then the phoenix flies up and the rest of my body pulls me down, and the bird slips from my grip. 



And there is nothing under my hooves. I only remember that ponies usually see their life flash by as they meet their end, before something grips me tightly by the leg. I swing down and hit the side of the mountain face-first.








I wrote well. Page after page I filled, sparks flying from under the tip of my quill. The words branded themselves onto paper, glowing like coals. But then, I wrote something wrong, a word that did not fit and mangled the idea. Fiercely I struck it out and continued, but more and more came in after it. They stayed on my perfect pages like blemishes, spreading out from my quill as if commanded by some malevolent force. Surely, it wasn't me who created such ugliness, for I desired only beauty. I kept pushing through, slowing down, striking words. I remembered the beauty of the stallion's prose, it's flowing rhythms and ponies who read like actual ponies, and it only made my own seem that much worse. The words that were good before suddenly turned dark and blurry, turning into inkblots. When the first hints of sunlight colored the sky, I threw the quill on the floor and, utterly cold on the inside, climbed back into bed.



I was awoken shortly to an empty bed by a mare looking at me contemptuously from above. I sent her away, thinking that she was his maid. I was mistaken: she was his fiancée. 



Somehow, through sheer strength, twenty minutes of determination, and the ferocity of an alley cat, I had managed to come out not only with most of my clothes, but also my pages held tightly to my chest. I felt sympathy for the mare—later I learned that I was her stallion's "strike three." I should have felt sad, and I wanted to feel sad, but the only thing I felt was rage, lying inside me like a charcoal brick. 



I thought, momentarily, about throwing the pages into the Reine, but I didn't. Even then, I had developed a hoarding instinct towards my creations. 



On the next day, I returned to the coffee shop, but I did not enter it. He was there, chatting with another mare, and the disgust bubbling in my stomach turned me away from the door. Denied everything that I came for, I boarded the train back home, hoping to remove the bad memories from myself as I removed myself from Prance. 



But the spiteful imps followed me home. Time and time again, my quill produced things that should not have been there. Only unreadable dross came out on the page when I tried to write, and when I tried to focus on the problems, my mind turned blank, and my evenings turned into prolonged exercises in quill-chewing. 



My parents started asking questions: about prance, about my career, about money. A friend told mother that she was looking for a new dress to wear to her sister's wedding, and mother told her that her daughter used to be a great clothing designer. The only thing missing from her delivery was an inconspicuous wink. Still, the ponies remembered me as that girl who made gem-studded dresses, and I needed the money. 



Reluctantly, I took out my old sewing machine from the closet and put my manuscripts in the desk drawer, fully intending to return to them on the next day. I never did.








I awaken to a terrible headache radiating through my skull from my snout. Immediately, I sit up—the headache worsens—and look into the pocket on my chest.  The little paper square is in place and I sigh with relief. 



"Caught ya' with my rope, if you're wondering," Applejack says. "You can thank me later."



I stand up and rub my head. "Can't hold it too lightly, can't hold it too tightly," I say. "How in the Tartarus am I supposed to catch that bloody thing?"



"Wait, isn't that from a poem about love?" Fluttershy asks.



"For shame, girl," Applejack says, "haven't you heard what the nurse said? There's only one phoenix for you in the whole world. If you caught it, who would be left there to drop feathers for you?" 



"I don't know. This entire situation is beyond confusing and ridiculous, and simply thinking about solving it hurts my head, in addition to the trauma already suffered."



"Well, maybe we don't need to look for answers ourselves." Applejack points at the wall, where a cave mouth opens into darkness. "We've carried you all the way to the dragon's cave." 



On the inside, the cave is dark, yet not dark enough to be considered blind and damp, yet not damp enough to be humid. Luminescent crystals jut out of the cavern walls, lighting just a little around themselves and increasing with frequency as we went deeper into the cave. The only sounds in the cave are the water dripping into pools on the floor and the constant chattering of teeth.



"Land sakes, if you're so scared, stay outside, Fluttershy!"



"Oh no, I'm fine," she replies. "I'm sure you might need me there. Got to share that team spirit and all."



We follow the crystal's rising light into a new chamber of the cave. It is a most peculiar sight: The far wall of the chamber is blocked off by a wrought iron fence, and behind it are bookshelves, dozens upon dozens, each reaching to the ceiling many meters above and stacked fully with tomes, scrolls, and bound papers. The shelves continue far back, farther than I can see, and only the flickering candles burning in the rows give me a clue to how many there are. And before all this, on a tall lectern standing like a castle tower between the iron spikes, sits a purple-scaled, green-spined thing no bigger than a foal and scribbles something furiously with a quill.



Fluttershy exhales loudly. "Well, that was far less scary than I imagined."



The little dragon stops writing and looks over the lectern. "Do you have any business?"



"We've been told that we could find answers here," I say. 



"As have everypony else. Well, don't just stand there. There's a specific procedure to be followed, protocol to be upheld. We are a serious banking establishment."



"Oh, this is a bank?" I take a step forward. "I don't suppose that phoenix feathers are considered a kind of currency in this crazy part of the world?"



The dragon puts down his quill and looks at me with a raised eyebrow. "Lady, we do not deal with things to be spent or quantified. This is a memory bank. Give me a topic, and I will find an answer."



"Ah, that explains the books. Fine then, how about phoenix hunting?"



The dragon takes one look at his paper. "Nothing."



"What do you mean, nothing? This is supposed to be a library!"



"Not a library, a memory bank. Have you ever hunted phoenixes before?" 



"No."



"Then I don't see why you are surprised. Let's try this properly. Think of the first thing that comes to your mind."



I huff, but close my eyes and focus. A moment later, a bell chimes at the top, and the dragon produces an envelope from his lectern. He hands it to me and I take it with my magic. There's a picture inside.



"But, that's the ball I had when I was little!" The pattern doesn't lie. "I painted it myself, there's no other one like it. How did you do it?" Without waiting for an answer, my hoof reaches for the pocket on my chest. "Can you answer my question?"



"How would I know without knowing the question? But we only have things here that were had and then were lost, not things that are yet to come." 



I sigh and look towards the ground. Applejack puts a hoof on my shoulder. "Hey, how about you try asking for the name of that stallion you forgot?"



"I'm not sure I want to, but I can try. Can you help me remember?" I ask the dragon.



"Let's try. Just focus."



I think about the stallion, about the cool wind blowing from the river, about the words whispered into my ears. There's a bell chime, and the dragon takes a box from under his seat. 



I levitate it down. "Coffee?" I open the lid, and there are papers inside. It takes me only one line to recognize them. 



"It's the prose I wrote on that night." I take the pages out, read through them quickly. The words still shine like smoldering coals, and the blemishes I remembered are not so bad after all. "I remember, I used to write, and not just write, I searched for beauty and wrestled it to the page. I looked for things inside ponies, things that made them beautiful and passionate and I tried to show it and—" 



I stop. From between the pages, I pick up a glowing, fiery feather. "Well, there it is."








The mare was exctatic with her dress, and couldn't wait to introduce her friends to me. Each of them wanted me to make the same for themselves, and I was happy to oblige. The mares were happy enough to brag to their friends, which led to postcards being sent in the mail, which led to new orders, which led to fame, which led to the cover of Fashion Weekly, which led to money, which led to me buying an old store and renovating it into a boutique and my new home. I was invited into a designer's club in Canterlot, where clothesmakers with more experience than me welcomed me and praised every stitch that I made on the latest summer dress. 



I walked that path as it pushed me forward, and it pushed me far. I could do dresses, I did them many times before, unlike stories. It was easy and pleasurable. I did not forget my artistic training and I used the techniques I learned as I searched for beauty: I walked the streets pretending that I was a child seeing my own home for the first time. I listened to the din my thoughts made in my head right after I awoke in the morning. I stilled my mind as I looked at the sketches, and waited for the full picture to appear before my eyes. 



But more than that, I cultivated a persona. I was the provincial prodigy, the secluded artist delighting in her craft. Canterlot loved it. But somehow, I knew that deep down, I betrayed some part of myself. Glamour replaced beauty. Fashion replaced art. I began to imitate others, both old and new, shamelessly to make more dresses, faster. In the rush to set new trends, I blindly followed them.



Then I met an amazing unicorn from Canterlot and saved the world from eternal darkness, and the past became distant and uninteresting.



A client came into my shop. He had a strong jawline to envy any guardsman, a voice for the opera, and a coat whiter than mine. No, he was five years too old to be him, and the stallion swore that he'd never been to Prance, but the resemblance was still uncanny. He asked me for a tuxedo for his wedding. The deadline was neither near nor far. I agreed.



For days I avoided my work desk and did not even dare to think about the stallion's order, because some dark feeling had settled in my stomach and made itself known as fatigue each time I tried to imagine a suit for such a stallion. Finally, spurred on by the deadline, I sat before a blank page.



My quill stopped an inch from the paper. I found myself empty.








We are at the summit, and I feel a surge of gladness at seeing the peak for the first time. I clutch the feather to my chest, right next to the piece of paper with my life written on it. The entrance to the wise mare's cave calls to me.



"Well, sugarcube, it's time for you to find that answer you've been so dying to hear."



"Applejack, are you telling me that you're not going with me?"



"I think we've learned by now that this climb was all about you," Fluttershy says.



"You'll be fine," Applejack says. "Besides, you've got a whole cartload of stuff waiting for you down by the foot of the mountain, and somepony's got to look after it. We'll be waiting for when you come down. Just make sure you do." 



They turn around and head down the mountain. A part of me feels like the three of us were always friends long before we met, maybe even before this mountain existed. We wave our goodbyes and I notice a sadness in my friend's eyes that I don't recognize. I try not to think of it and enter into the mouth of the cave.



The light from the outside disappears quickly, and I can only feel with my skin how the walls of the tunnel constrict around me without touching. It seems that I am walking for hours when the feeling disappears and I realize that the walls have not simply moved away, they ceased to exist. I am in a dark void and there is only a plain white door on the other side of it. I walk silently to it, take a moment to listen to my breathing, and enter.



A full moon shines through the open window. I am in a hospital room—I recognize the green walpaper, so warm yet sterile. There's an empty bed by the wall, flanked by a drip stand and a disconnected monitor on one side and a nightstand with plastic carnation on the other. There's chairs and in the corner—



It's me! No, Sweet Celestia, it is me, from when I was eight. I sit in the corner and bounce a rubber ball painted with gems. 



"How? How can you be me? Where is the wise mare who will answer my question?" 



She answers without taking her attention away from the ball. "Is it not obvious?" Her voice is nothing like a foal's, clear and loud. "I have to be you, because how can anypony else answer a question that can only be true for you?" 



"But why a child?"



"Only an unlucky few ever grow up on the inside."



She keeps bouncing the ball while I let her words sink into me. It takes a while. 



"So it is true. This is happening. You are going to answer my question and save my life." I levitate the feather in front of her. "Here is your payment."



She stops the ball and takes the feather in her hooves, looks it over, sniffs it. "What is the question?" she asks.



I am ready. I undo the button on the pocket, take out the little twice-folded paper square, and levitate it before my eyes. With a deep sigh, I unfold it.



It is blank.



The paper falls from my grasp. I feel tears coming up. My lips contort, my throat locks up, and I lose my footing and fall to the ground, where I weep like a foal. 








I was prepared for such creative emergencies. I took a step back from the work and analyzed my creative block. I saw there had been a great deal of work and obligations assaulting me from my daily life: Sweetie's birthday, the work on Twilight's new castle, that stack of mail I've been dying to read through. It was this baggage that's been holding me back, I decided. Thus excused, I stepped away from the work and went to do all those things. But for each thing I did, two took its place, while the deadline approached day after day. 



I had decided to push through instead. I set aside an entire day and sat at the work desk, a glass of wine by my side for resolve. I drew rapidly, and the pictures came out plentifully. Too plentifully. There were a hundred tuxedos that I could make, ten times that that I could imagine, and each one of them as viable as the last, yet none satisfied me. There was no picture in my mind that told me of my destination.



Finally, seeking help I boarded the express to Canterlot. The designer's club met every saturday in a tea room in Upper Canterlot, where they discussed the dresses worn to the last year's Grand Galloping Gala. I interrupted as they were debating the finer points of stitching the inside seam of a hat to ask my question. "Did you say, a tuxedo? For a stallion we don't know?" They looked among themselves. "Dear, if you need help with that, are you sure you should be here?"



One of the mares gave me the address of a stallion who helped her when she had creative blocks. It was in the lower city, a room in a moldy motel. The charcoal-coated stallion showed me a rattling yellow bottle. "To relieve anxiety," he said. "For special ponies, but I think you're special as well." I cursed the mare for suggesting me something like that, and cursed myself more for the bottle that rattled in my purse on the ride home.



It was already night, but I went to my workroom. The pill tasted like chalk. I steeled myself and sat down at the desk. I willed an image onto paper and began to trace it. The quill went as hard as a chisel through stone. My head began to pound with effort, and I distracted myself by taking sips from the glass every few minutes. 



I just about finished the outer curve of the lapel when the quill broke, spilling ink all over the page. A moment of quiet rage was followed by my hooves pounding on the desk. I shouted, "How do I create you?"



There was a moment of vertigo, and I lost my bearings. There was a pressing heat in my chest, pounding harder and harder, like something was trying to get out. Inkblots filled my peripheral vision, lungs refused to take air. I took a step to brace against the desk, my hooves faltered, I tripped over the chair and fell. The half-empty glass of wine spilled over the drawing. I saw the rubies dripping to the floor and tried to cry out. There was one last hit in my chest, with the strength of a train, and the light went out.








I lie, clutching my legs to my chest, and the room seems to shake. I cannot see anything through the water in my eyes, but I see myself looking at me and I wonder what she thinks of me. I scream. "I don't know, I don't know, I don't know how to do it! I don't know how I did it before and I can't take this torture any longer! I had it, but it slipped away, like it always does!" 



I drop my head to the ground. My younger self purses her lips, as if thinking about something, and starts bouncing the ball again. The convulsions in my chest eventually die down, and I don't gasp for breath between sobs. 



"Calmed down?" she asks.



"Help me."



"Only you can help yourself." 



I climb on my hooves to sit up. The effort is collosal, but I am on level with her. "What is the answer?"



She stops bouncing the ball and looks me straight in the eye. "There are no answers here. There is only the climb." 



I close my eyes, and the events of the past day—how long was it?—flash before my eyes. The useless baggage I left at the base. The maze of trails leading to places of fear. The doctors standing around the body of a mare with a hole in her chest. A phoenix that escaped my grasp, because I was so desperate to hold it captive, I tried to build a cage for fire itself. 



My heart beats normally again, and I understand everything. 



My other self nods. "You're going to need this for the next part." She hands me the feather, which I happily take. 



"Thank you." I press the feather to my chest and walk to the bed, at last feeling sure of my footing. I get into bed, get comfortable, and close my eyes.







I awaken in bed and blink away the blur from my eyes. A full moon shines through the open window. I recognize the wallpaper. There's a plastic tube going into my foreleg, and the monitor beeps softly to the beat of my heart. Applejack and Fluttershy sleep in the chairs by the wall. Across the room hangs a black-on-white picture of a chameleon. 



Fighting through the soreness in my muscles, I reach for the nightstand, careful to not pull on the drip tube in my leg. Weeping with joy, I find in the drawer a sheaf of paper and a red quill, and begin to sketch.



The girls wake up as soon as the first hints of sunlight color the sky. They jump at the chance to welcome me back, and I have to maneuver my papers away from their hugs. 



"Rarity, we were so worried!" Fluttershy says. "Everypony came to see you, and we volunteered to look after you overnight. We read you fairy tales!"



"Her idea," Applejack adds. She looks at the papers strewn in a circle across my bed and picks one up. I don't mind, it's an early sketch. "Not to rain on your parade, sugarcube, but should you be working so much right now? You just had a heart attack." 



"And I'm sorry to worry you, darling, but I just received an answer to a question that's been holding me back for years, and I don't intend to stop."



Fluttershy gets the hint and tells Applejack that they should leave me alone to my work. They promise to stay nearby, we share one more hug, and they come out into the hallway. I plunge back into my sketch.



At the foot of the bed, my phoenix sleeps, preparing to drop his fiery feathers for me again, while I craft into the form of a tuxedo the memories of a stallion whose name I forgot.
      

      
   
      Waiting


      

      
      
         *Tic* 



*Toc* 



*Tic* 



*Toc*



Dr. Selena Connors sat impatiently in the spacious waiting room outside the boardroom. She had been here forty-five minutes already and her mood was beginning to darken. The noise of the clock, being the only ambient sound, was not helping. When her assistant, Dr. Price, had rushed into her office out of breath, she assumed the worst. Luckily it was only the second worst, that being the board of directors had called an urgent meeting and had requested her presence. 



Since it was so sudden, she didn't have time to change and was still in her white lab coat, with blue jeans and a black blood-drive T-shirt as her now formal attire. Her brown hair was still tied up in a messy ponytail and she wore no makeup to hide the bags under her hazel eyes. Despite assuming she would be let in upon arrival, the secretary out front had asked her to wait here until called. 



For an urgent meeting, they seemed to like keeping her waiting. 



Just as she was mulling over leaving and going back to her work, the door opened and the secretary stepped out.



 “They are ready to see you now.” 



Selena stood and tried to make herself as presentable as possible, then walked through the open door. Inside was a spacious room with a large mahogany table that stretched almost the entire length of the room. At the far end sat the six head doctors who oversaw all the projects, and on the sides sat what she had come to recognize as the wealthy funders of all the research, with a single chair isolated on the near end of the table. All eighteen occupants turned to look at her when she walked in. 



The head of the project, Dr. Sturns, rose as she neared the side closest to the door, “Dr. Connors, thank you for coming.”



“I received your invite. I was told this was urgent, correct?”



“It is. Please, have a seat,” he gestured to the remaining chair.



Selena pulled the chair out and sat, “Thank you. May I ask what the urgent matter is? I have a lot of work waiting for me and prefer meetings like this to be scheduled before hand.”



“I understand Dr. Connors, and it wasn't without warrant that we had to call this so suddenly. I think my colleague, Dr. Graceson, can explain further.” Dr. Sturns took his seat just as the man to his right rose.



“As you are all aware, our project is focused on helping and curing those with the militarized strain of the West Nile Virus. While many adults have been immunized since the outbreak, it is now infecting one in a hundred and seven at birth, and those rates are increasing.”



Everyone knew about the outbreak. How a terrorist organization bombed and bio research lab. How, unknown to the public at that time, that lab in particular had been mutating strains of West Nile in order to weaponize it. The government had commissioned it to do so in order to preempt its use against us, and to develop counter agents. It was never supposed to leave the lab. Had the bombing occurred months, even weeks earlier, there would not have been such devastation, but it occurred just after a strain that was airborne was created. Within twenty-four hours a city with a population of eight hundred and sixty thousand had a 78% infection rate. Within two weeks those infected died or were in comatose states. 



Ignoring all quarantine efforts, the virus spread quickly and was impossible to contain. Luckily, a counter agent had already been developed before the lab was destroyed, but even with the best efforts of all agencies involved could not be administered quick enough. After five years of every world government working in unity, the spread of the virus was halted. The Earth’s population was now, just fifteen years later, less the two billion. 



It was the closest humanity has come to facing extinction since the black plague. 



 “The treatment,” Dr. Graceson continued, “that works against the virus is very effective in adults, but childrens’ weak constitution and having been born with an inert form of the virus passed to them from their parents, render our treatments unusable. While very rarely fatal, as of now ninety-five percent of children who are infected go into a comatose state before the age of ten.”



“We understand all this doctor, all of us here have donated vast amounts of money because we understand. Can we hurry this along,” said someone to Selenas right.



Dr. Graceson gave a polite nod, “I understand, but as this information pertains to the matter at hand, I feel it necessary to insure we are all aware of what is at stake. Since the virus becomes less effective as the bodies’ immune system matures, most of those in these states wake up after fifteen to eighteen years. However, this results in unstimulated brain development and mental retardation. In order to combat this, we created the Mental Learning Project. Using headgear to pull the afflicted into a shared dream world, they can grow in an Earth like environment, ensuring that when they do wake up they are not at an infantile mental state. 



“As you all know, we have ‘hedged our bets’ as the saying goes, and had multiple different methods researched at the same time. This allows for the most effective method to be determined in the fastest possible time. The mental development of a large portion of our future generations is dependent upon our efforts, so the we chose the route with more risk.”



Dr. Graceson gave a cursory glance around the room, “Which brings me to why we have called this meeting.”



“Finally, we didn’t need a history lesson, just tell us. We are all very busy people here,” grumbled an old gentlemen on the left.



Dr. Graceson cleared his throat, “We have called this meeting in order to discuss the cutting of the Freedom of Intellect and Maturity project.”



“What?” Selena was in shock.



“Due to some promising new projects being proposed, and a limited supply of funds and equipment,” he glanced around the room,” we find ourselves having to cut some old projects to make funds available for new ones.”



Those around the table began quite murmuring but Selena ignored them as she stood abruptly and slammed her fists against the table, “You can’t do that! We are so close to a breakthrough!”



Dr. Sturns gave her a hard look, “Calm yourself Selena. This is a discussion first and foremost. We will determine in a vote at the end if we decide to move forward.”



Selena glared back, but took a deep breath and tried to calm down as she retook her seat. Dr. Sturns had always been a friend and was trying to warn her. She wouldn’t want to jeopardize the situation because she couldn’t control her emotions. “What’s to discuss? My research has had more results than any other project,”



“That remains to be seen Dr. Connors,” a doctor on the far right, who Selena recognized as Dr. Rich, spoke up. “Other projects are starting to show some results, though still small.”



“What about the spike? Our group is the only one to have a direct change initiated by the participants rather than outside factors.”



The “spike” happened a mere six months after they had booted the world and the unconscious minds of the patients finished creating a world to inhabit. It was named after the huge spike in mental activity that was registered, the only time that had happened due to the patients and not the caretakers. Those on the project with her began referring to it as the “rainboom event” after the event inside the dream world that occurred at the same time. After that event, many of the patients found hobbies and activities to do. Creating more of the world around them and having increased activity. No other project came close to that type of result.



“That is true,” responded Dr. Graceson, “but that event happened ten years ago, and despite a brief period of growth, the participants settled into patterns. As I recall group D, the section most affected by the event, has one who continuously farms. Another, who despite early improvement, simply cares for animals in a repeated simulation of the same animals having the same illnesses week after week. While your group did have the most advancement in that short window, it still has the same hurdle that all the groups share. The patients simply find a comfortable pattern and repeat, never growing or learning despite outside attempts at intervention.”



“Then why is mine the one on the chopping block? If all the groups have the same issue, why stop this one?” Selena asked.



This time a lady to the right, one of the funders, spoke, “ It pertains to the...shape, that the dream world your patients occupy.”



“I let the children help create it. I think letting them help shape the world around them lets them feel more comfortable and more likely to express creativity.”



“We know this Dr. Connors,” said a man closest to her on the left, “but we feel that, despite your intentions of fostering that creativity, it has failed to bloom and the patients are no better off. So they receive no advantage over the other groups, but may have disadvantages due to being an entirely different species from their actual forms.” 



Selena could feel the group turning against her and was near panicking at the thought of losing funding, she was about to speak when one of the funders to her right jumped in.



 “It has already shown that it had no adverse effects. Cassie Stilles awoke with only slight disorientation and mechanical issues, but had full use of all appendages within a week, and scored higher than awoken patients from other groups in mental capacity.”



Dr. Green cut in from the far end of the table, “She did, however, think her name was Sunset Shimmer for months afterwards, and her early advantage in the scores quickly evened out with the rest of those woken up. Despite Dr. Connors best efforts, we feel the route she is trying has peaked, and need to focus resources on more promising projects.”



A older gentleman to her left added his consensus, “Well I for one think we should count it as a lesson to learn from and move on. We've seen the same evidence time and time again, but nothing new for years,” 



“Well if we are in agreement that discussion can not introduce any new evidence, all for holding a vote on the continuance of the  MLP:FIM project say aye. ”



Eighteen voices rang out.



“All opposed say nay.”



None.



“The ‘ayes’ have it, we are agreed for a vote. All for cutting.”



Fifteen made that awful sound again



“All opposed.”



Three voices that might as well have been none.



“Once again the ‘ayes’ have it. the FIM project will institute shutdown procedure and prepare for the transfer of patients within twenty-four hours.”



Selena stood abruptly at that, “Transfer? But almost none of the patients that transfer are able to cope. They all end up even worse off, can’t we just leave the servers up till the final group wakes up?” Selena was almost hyperventilating at this point.



Dr. Graceson looked legitimately saddened, “I’m truly sorry Dr. Connors, but we need those servers for an incoming large group. If there was any other way I would, but the needs of the many outweighs the needs of the few. I've never been more sorry than I am now to have to say that to you.”



As the other occupants began to rise and leave, Dr. Sturns stopped near where Selena had fallen back into her seat and she turned to him hopefully, “Charles, you don’t agree with that do you? You supported me the most when I proposed this project.”



Dr. Sturns gave a defeated sigh, “I’m sorry Selena, but it may be time to move on to a different approach.” Selena just stared in shock as he continued. “You gave it your best shot, and the projects merits were worth exploring, but unless you have some new data to show a change in the behavior of the patients, it’s out of my hands.” He put a comforting hand on her shoulder, then turned and left her in the now vacant room.








Dr. Samantha Price liked going into the dream world. She enjoyed watching the occupants, both patients and figments created by their collective desires, interact and live. Despite everyday being almost the same, it was still a joy seeing them so happy and free. Today she had decided to use one of the figments named Mayor Mare and took a stroll through town.



“Good morning Mayor,” called out a passerby.



“Good morning Roseluck,” Samantha replied cheerfully, falling seamlessly into character. “Any plans for today?”



“Just gonna sell my flowers, I hope to get a lot of sales today,” came the now fading reply.



Samantha gave a hearty wave and called out as Roseluck continued on her way, “I'm sure you will dear. Good luck.”



Patient #121, Roseluck, was one of the older children in group D, or more colloquially known as Ponyville. Samantha had watched as, for the last ten years, she went to the market daily to sell her home grown flowers. She was up at the crack of dawn to tend to them and cut her wares. She went to the market at the same time everyday and went to the same three places for “lunch” throughout the week. A few times Samantha would invite her to eat somewhere else or to go bowling just to try and mix it up and get her to try new things, but the next day Roseluck would be back to doing her same old routine. 



In the beginning it was referred to it as non-traumatic repetition compulsion disorder, but the project leaders started referring to it as “the rut”. When a normal person gets into a “rut” there are plenty of outside factors to help push them out. For a patient in dream space though, since there minds are creating the worlds, the lack of constant outside stimulation leaves them stuck. Caretakers. like herself, try and push them out, but they would need thousands of people in order to provide the same type of random stimuli that a person normally receives. 



It begins to wear on many caretakers as their best efforts usually ends with no results, but Samantha refused to let this get her down. She had been only an intern when she started on the project, and had felt so helpless when attempt after attempt, directed by Dr. Connors, met with failure. As time went on though, she could picture the minute changes in each of the patients reactions and routines. She decided to stay on the project, refusing other offers after receiving her doctorate, because she felt that deep down they were making a difference. They just needed that one little push to open the gates and let it flood out. 



The problem was that all their pushes were in the wrong places and got no lasting results. One of their more desperate attempts, trying to use destiny to push Sunset Shimmer to strive for growth, failed horrifically when it made her feel isolated and caused her to lash out. It eventually disrupted her brain patterns and resulted in her waking early. Since Carrie was the first of the project to awaken, they conducted multiple test to see if changing from equine to homo sapien cause any lasting effects. The testers counted it as a proof of concept since she had no trouble adjusting, and even scored higher on her first three mental aptitude tests, but Dr. Connors still felt guilty. Samantha could see it her eyes every time someone brought up Carrie that Selena considered it a huge failure, one that rested solely on her shoulders. Try as she might to convince her otherwise, that they couldn't have predicted that outcome and Carries’ results had done more for her than other projects, Samantha could never completely ease Dr. Connors guilt. 



Samantha made her way to a local building called Sugar Cube Corner for a scheduled check up on patient #321. She had named herself Pinkie Pie and was one of the more interesting patients. Her rut consisted of mostly throwing parties and generally going around being enjoyably happy. She was a unique patient in that her unconscious confidence in how things should be ended up overpowering other local patients’ thoughts. This caused odd effects like appearing to know when everyones birthday was and predicting the immediate future. It wasn't because she had memorized them or really could predict it, it was that she effectively rewrote the world. When she thought it was someones birthday, she had such confidence that it was that she effectively made it true. Her predictions worked the same way, if she said a plant was going to fall, then her confidence in it happening made it occur. She was a walking self-fulfilling prophecy. The door to the store drew Samantha out of her thoughts and she focused on going inside and finding Pinkie.



“Hello, Mayor Mare.” 



Samantha jumped in surprise, before turning towards the newly materialized mare behind her. She was sure no one had been a second ago. One more side effect was ignoring the general natural rules too. This one was harder to explain because they were not created by the user but instituted purposefully by the engineers. So breaking them should not be possible, but when it came to predicting what Pinkie's mind could change, it was best to ignore it.



“Hoo, hello Pinkie. You gave me a start,” she raised a hoof to her chest and tried to calm her racing heart.



Pinkie giggled, “I’m sorry Mayor, I meant to surprise you, not start you.”



“Yes, yes thats all well and good Pinkie, just coming to see how you are. Doing well today?” 



“Yepperoni. I made three cakes for the birthday party later today, and then I set up a bounce house just because. Though I don't know why they call it a bounce house since you can bounce in it but no one lives there? Ooh, I wonder what it would be like to live in a bounce house? I bet it would be hard to cook, but you could sleep anywhere.” She began to bounce in place as if imagine herself in one.



“That’s nice Pinkie. Glad to know you’re doing ok. Well, I'm off to visit some more ponies, hope you have a lovely day.” Samantha gave her a smile and turned to leave. Pinkie was doing what she does every Thursday, even down to wondering about bounce houses. Despite this happening every week, it still had a tinge of disappointment. As she was just about to step into the street she felt a tap on her shoulder. Turning to look, there was Pinkie holding out a purple balloon and a smile that seemed to say “Here, cheer up.” 



Samantha was a little confused, as Pinkie had never done this before. She had definitely received balloons from Pinkie, but usually for invitations or the monthly get well soon event, never on a Thursday. 



“Thank you Pinkie. Umm...what’s it for?”



“I don’t know,” she gave a shrug, “I just felt something big was happening today and you would need a balloon.” She then returned to her normal jolly self and went back inside.



Samantha stared at the balloon for several seconds, trying to process what this could mean. It was not unusual for a rut to have some variance, but in all her time in the dreamscape this had never happened. She hoped this was a good sign that things were about to change for the better.








Selena took her time going back to the lab. She felt dead inside, like every single child under her care was calling for her to help them, but she was unable to. Dr. Price was taking off her headgear when Selena entered the room.



“So, how did the meetin...Selena? Are you ok?” 



Selena still felt like she was in a daze, “Huh? I’m sorry what did you say?”



“Just asking if you were ok, you look out of it. Want me to get you some coffee or something? Maybe some tea?”



“No...no, I'm fine. I just need to sit down.” She moved towards her desk chair and sat down. 



“Alright, as long as you're feeling alright,” Samantha gave her employer a friendly smile turned to the coffee maker in their office and started making herself a cup. “Oh, I almost forgot. Pinkie was acting a bit strange today. I know she has always had a weird rut, but today she seemed unusual even for her. I wonder if we are about to make that breakthrough.” She put on a big grin and turned hoping Selena was just as excited about it as she was. 



Instead she saw her facing her monitor and shaking. Soon the shakes became audible cries as Selena couldn't hold it in any longer. Samantha rushed to her and pulled her into a hug. 



“What is it? What happened?” 



“It’s over,” she cried into Samanthas’ shoulder, “I failed them. I failed all of them.”



“I don't understand, what do you mean?”



“They are cutting our funding *hic*. We are to start the shutdown and prepare to transfer them.” 



Samantha gasped, “But transferred patients always end up behind. Sometimes they don’t recover at all. Why couldn't they just leave the servers up till these wake up?”



Selena couldn't answer her as she fell into a fit. It took several minutes to calm down enough to speak.



“They need to server space for an incoming group,” Selena began to regain herself, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “ They gave us twenty-four hours to use the shutdown protocol. We have to load up ‘Nightmare Moon’ and then start the shutdown procedures.”



Selena gave a pause then looked at her assistant, “Can you do it for me, I’d like to be with her for a bit longer.”



Samantha nodded and gave her another hug, she then left to go to the main server room.








Selena watched her assistant leave then turned towards her console. Logging in and booting up the master user, she put on her head gear and prepared to enter the dream world. Entering the dream world was not an uncomfortable experience, it was like falling asleep and then immediatly waking up. First time users usually felt some disorientation and discomfort, but Selena had been doing this for more than a decade and was instantly acclimated to her new form. 



Princess Celestia rose from her throne. Having apparently joined while her figment version had been holding court, she spoke to the assembled group.



 “I’m sorry my little ponies, but something has come up and I will have to cut court short today.” 



Several groans came from those in line. “I’m sorry, but it is unavoidable and needs my immediate attention. May you have wonderful days.” 



With that Celestia stepped down off her throne and headed to the exit. Her guards began following her down the elaborate corridor and towards the front of the castle. 



“Princess, what is the emergency?” the captain at the time asked in stride. 



Celestia just increased her pace, “I need to spend time with my student.” 



The guards soon stopped as their rulers much faster speed left them far behind. “Wonder what could have brought that about?” asked one of the guards who had followed along. The captain turned and gave a quick shrug before headed back inside to help with escorting the petitioners out.








Samantha was in shock. She had never expected them to lose funding, especially since she felt they were so close to finally pulling them out of that rut and making true progress. She felt like bursting into tears the whole way to the main server room, but knew that Selena needed someone to be strong, as this was even more difficult for her. Samantha couldn’t even begin to imagine how much she was hurting right now.



 As Samantha rounded the corner and neared the entrance, the methodical hum of the numerous computers told her she was in the right place. She opened the door to the tall black tower computers that held thousands of terabytes of information. Weaving between them, she made her way to the lone console sitting in the center on the far side of the room. When a project is shut down, in order to facilitate the cases where patients have to be transferred, they programed an event that happens in the projects server. It’s basically a doomsday event that tries to force the occupants to prepare for the inevitable lack of a world. Each project has it’s own event to fit the world, and FIMs was dubbed the “Night Mare Moon” event. It was originally designed as an attempt to bond some patients together through fighting a common cause, but was scrapped despite being completed after the Sunset Shimmer awakening. 



Usually the shutdown protocol was a meteor or a natural disaster, but since FIM was so unique, they decided that using this established event would be a better approach. The main villain would give ample warning, then after a predetermined period of time to give the patients a chance to cope, the servers would go offline as the “world” ended. It was a brutal process that several hampered the poor children inside, but the shutdown protocols did tend to decrease the number of those who are incapable of recovering significantly. After the event, they would wake up in a new project. A small percentage would accept it as if they had been in a dream, but many would find the change difficult to manage and it would put them even further behind once they finally wake up into the real world. A not so insignificant portion would suicide after waking in an attempt to reach the next “project”. It hurts reading the news when that happens.



In order to prevent an accidental activation, the protocols were kept on a separate system and had to be downloaded to a driver and copied over. Samantha logged into the terminal and pulled up the shutdown protocol drive. There were only seventeen despite there being over thirty-six projects since several projects used the same basic template and could share protocols, each one sharing an innocent abbreviation that hid the more depressing reality. 





Samantha stared at NNM.zip for what felt like ages. 



She couldn’t bring herself to copy it into the driver. All she could think about was those smiling equine faces, and the smiling children that used them. How could she bring herself to hurt them so? ‘It had to be done though’, she told herself. If she didn’t do it now, then the engineers would be tasked to, and they would be rushed, decreasing the time the patients had to cope. The mouse icon hovered over the file, just a drag-and-drop away from it starting. 





Samantha suddenly gasped, her face lighting up from her epiphany. She opened the file in the coder program and scrolled passed code after code until she found what she was looking for. A quick change and rewrite later, she saved the folder and after exiting the program she dragged the folder over, starting the program. After logging out, Samantha gave a satisfied sigh. They had ordered her to start the shutdown, they never said that she couldn’t give them a fighting chance.








Celestia arrived at her students living quarters, which just happened to double as a library and lab. At the top of the stairs she took a moment to catch her breath and then gave the door a few quick knocks. A few seconds later she heard Twilights hoofsteps approach the door. 



“Yes, who is it?” Twilight opened the door with a smile, which then turned into a gasp of shock. “Princess, I didn’t know you were coming today.” 



Celestia leaned forward and accepted the nuzzle that Twilight offered, “I’m sorry to drop in on you like this, but it was urgent. May I come in?”



“Oh, yes please do,” Twilight moved aside to let her mentor in. 



Celestia looked around the familiar room. It was filled with five hundred and thirty-two books, she had counted. Twilight had the rut of reading the same books and repeating the same experiments. It left her learning the information that the coding engineers had put into the dream worlds’ books, but she was still just as stuck as all the other patients. Several times Selena had tried to break her of it, using figments to invite her out and even giving her an assistant to try and push her out of it, but all to no avail. 



Twilight had been her focus ever since she was brought into the dream world ten years ago, one week before the rainboom event. Twilight had been adamant about learning from the start, and Selena took it upon herself to be that teacher, though the figment version of Celestia had been pulled to be the teacher of Sunset Shimmer. 



Twilight pulled out pillows for them to sit on brought some tea over to drink. Celestia took a seat and waited for Twilight to take hers. 



“So, what was urgent?” Twilight asked after pouring them some tea. Celestia took a moment to sip the tea, savoring the coded flavor.



 “I felt I wasn’t spending enough time with you, and thought we could just take some time to be around each other.” 



“Oh, that would be wonderful princess. I love it when you come by,” Twilight bounced with excitement but caught herself a moment later, “I mean, not that you have to spend time with me, or don’t spend enough time with me already. I know you're busy with being the princess and all, so I don’t mind if you can’t visit that often.”



Celestia gave a light chuckle, “Stop worrying my faithful student, I always have time for you.” 



She then leaned across the table and gave Twilight another nuzzle. She then spent the next half hour listening to Twilight talk about what she had (re)learned and how her experiments turned out. Mostly she just listened to her voice and watched her excitement as she discussed the things that interested her. She wanted to commit the way she laughed and the joy that was in her eyes to memory. 



“I’m sorry, am I boring you?”



Celestia shook her self from her daze and straightened herself, “Hmm, what?”



Twilight rubbed her hooves together nervously and looked away, “Well, its just that you're crying and I thought maybe I was actually boring you to tears.” 



Celestia raised a hoof to her face and wiped under her eyes. She hadn’t realized she had been crying. 



“No Twilight, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’m just going to miss our talks like this.” 



She noticed that Twilight got a fearful look in her eyes.



 “Not because I am dismissing you, I meant after I leave today I will miss this talk. We will have more like it in the future, I promise.” 



The lie hurt more than she could bear but was worth seeing Twilight let out a sigh of relief. They sat for a moment in pure silence, just happy to be in each others company, when a user update appeared on her ‘HUD’. The world would have a two millisecond skip as the Nightmare Moon protocol was implemented. She braced herself and saw the slight skip, before everything returned to normal. That reminder of what was coming was almost enough to start her crying her eyes out. She wanted to hug Twilight and never let go. To make her laugh and smile and be the happiest child in the world, but she knew it was coming to an end.



She turned her head to the side to keep twilight from seeing her wet eyes again, but noticed something new. On the stand, where nothing sat before, was a book. In a library this would be normal, but this was no regular book as instead of a title on the cover, it simply had a picture of a golden armored unicorn with blue eyes. Celestia’s mouth hung open in shock as she recognized it. A sliver of hope was born in her, and she felt like there was a chance for the first time in hours. 



She turned back towards Twilight, “I’m sorry Twilight but I must go. There is something very important that I must do.”



“Are you sure princess? Can you stay a little longer?” she put on her unintentional but extremely effective pout.



“I’m afraid so my faithful student, but we will have a chance to talk more at a later date. I’m sure you have many more books you would like to be reading and I don’t want to take up anymore time than I already have.” Celestia rose from her seat and began heading towards the door. 



Twilight followed her, “Well, ok. Good bye princess.” She leaned in for a parting nuzzle.



 “I will see you later Twilight,” she whispered into Twilights ear and pulled her into a full on hug. With that Celestia hurried back down the stairs and away from the tower home. 



Twilight slowly closed the door and moved back towards the center of the room. “I wonder which book I should read next,” she asked aloud, glancing over the piles. Then she noticed one she had never seen before sitting on her living room stand. “Oh, this looks interesting.” Twilight picked up the book and began to read.








Selena logged out and took off the head gear. She quickly turned around, found where Samantha was sitting at her desk, and proceeded to tackle her into a hug. 



“I can’t thank you enough for that.”



Samantha returned her crying bosses hug, “I felt that sometimes its better to do something rather than just waiting for it all to end.” 



Selena just hugged her harder. After she composed herself she let her assistant go and pulled her back to her feet. 



“How did you do it? I thought they removed it when they converted it into the shutdown protocol?” Selena asked wiping away stray tears.



“They didn’t delete it, they just deactivated it. It might not work, but its better than nothing.” 



“It will work. It has to work. I have faith that she will know what to do and stop it.” 



Selena moved towards the door but stopped before opening it and turned back towards Samantha. “I’m going to be with her. After she reads the book she will want to do something about it but that won’t be enough, she has to pull more than herself out or it will be just a user program pulling one of a rut. The original is supposed to land in Ponyville, can you send her there for me when she finally asks?”



Samantha nodded, “Of course. Go, she needs you now.”



Selena gave her a grateful smile and left the room.



Samantha let out a sigh. Just one more task to do and it was out of their hands. We’ll, maybe she could point her in the right direction with a few others she should meet. Samantha smiled as she put on her headgear and logged into master user. 








Selena walked calmly into the sparsely lit room. Like a large hallway it extended before her for over a hundred yards. Machines whirred around her as she walked past the rows and rows of beds. All-in-all there were four hundred and sixty-two beds with four hundred and sixty-two occupants.



Each one hooked to multiple machines that provided nourishment and life sustaining assistance through a myriad of tubes, pumps and bags.



Each one had the head gear that plugged them into the same dream world they had all help create. 



Each one stuck in their own individual routines and patterns, refusing to leave the comfort of the familiar and grow. 



She walked past these children, their names popping into her head as she passed them. She had come to know them over these ten years, and took pains to interact with them as often as she could. She viewed them all as her children, and did everything she could to help them, to push them back towards the waking world. However, there was only so much she could do. The rest rested in their young minds and in their little hearts.



 She stopped when she reached a quarter of the way down the room and moved to the bed on her left. A clip board with medical information hung off the foot board.



 Patient #216: Connors, Dawn



Slowly, she sat down on side of the bed and watched the sleeping occupant. She gently caressed the girls pale cheek, brushing away a stray hair and gave a sad smile. 



“It’s all up to you now,” she spoke softly, “I know you can do it, my most faithful student.” 



She kissed the girls head and grasped her hand. With that Selena pushed all her feelings of love and hope into that frail body, praying that some of the magic carried over with her and could, just this once, make the difference. Staying like that for the remaining time, she did what comes hardest to a teacher...to a friend...to a mother. 



She watched.

 

She waited. 
      

      
   
      And Yet...


      

      
      
         ﻿The weather had been unusually crisp that morning, and even though the running of the leaves was still several weeks away, the air smelled sharp, catching at the top of the nose and the back of the throat with a bite usually reserved for those days of first frost, despite the still-green leaves and grasses clearly on display.



Fluttershy trotted out of her cottage, eager as ever to see to her charges in the bright dawn. She'd quickly darted between the various feeders, homes, and shelters for the animals with special needs or circumstances near her cottage. After those were assured, she moved further afield, following narrow paths in and through the woods to the secluded homes of the less needful creatures she none-the-less looked after.



Rainbow Dash often teased that Fluttershy would hoof-feed every animal in the Everfree, given half the chance. The nominally-timid pegasus would blush and look away shyly, part of her of course wishing such at thing were truly possible. But when left to her own devices, she was much more practical. In reality, all the animals she directly tended lived within a few hundred yards of her home. It wasn't as if she sought out sick animals, but somehow, word seemed to spread among the wilderness, and any creature that was injured, sick, or in a family way often found itself residing within those precious few hundred yards of Fluttershy's cottage. Equally curious was how, once hale and hearty, they seemed to simply disappear back into the wild, making room for more in need. Few ponies ever noticed it, and to Fluttershy herself, it was simply the way things were. Everypony knew pegasus magic only influenced the weather, flight, and—some scholars debated—possibly gravity, but it certainly had nothing at all to do with animals or their behavior. It wasn't magic, and yet... Mrs. Robin's son had flown away as soon as his wing healed, and the cozy bird house just under the back eaves was hosting a very exhausted blue jay and her two eggs by the end of the same afternoon.








Scootaloo banked to the left, angling for a thermal she suspected should be there. She felt her wings catch the updraft. There it was, pulling her higher into the sky. Ahead, Cloudsdale rested on the horizon, its billowing architecture a welcoming sight after the long flight. She always loved coming to the pegasus city. Part of it was just the beauty of the place. It was hard to look at the rainbows, pillars, and gentle spread of the place as it floated in the sunset and not smile. But more than that was the nostalgia. Here was where she'd first managed to fly, after very nearly throwing it all away. More importantly though, and for the first time in years, both Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle would be there at the same time. Actually, now that she thought about it, it may be the first time all three of them had returned since... since the "incident."



Looking back, it was hard to think of herself as even being the same pony. Her teenage years had been rough—not that she was unique in that regard, but she'd been in her final year of school, and still a blank flank, still flightless. It was a one-two punch to an already fragile, teenage ego. Her friends had found their marks in years prior, and while they always tried to include her, Scootaloo found she couldn't help but feel alienated as they developed their talents and moved on with their lives. She felt broken, useless, and as time went by, with less and less crusading, she'd gone into a deep spiral of depression. Yes, she thought, hard to believe that she was even the same pony that had done all that.



The "incident" had been in late spring. School was wrapping up, and all the ponies in class were talking about their plans for the future. Most had universities picked out, or at the very least, apprenticeships to make use of their special talents. She just couldn't take it any more. If the universe was determined to keep her down, then she decided she'd give it one last buck in the face on the way out.



She'd left a note, telling anypony interested that she was going up to Cloudsdale by airship, and coming back down, one way or another, on her own. She'd bought a ticket and left the port by mid afternoon, trotting to a park on a thin overhang from the main cloudbank. There she'd sat for what felt like hours, though it was hard to keep track of time, her mind whirling as it was, trying to work up the nerve to go through with it. It felt so fitting at the time, the pegasus that couldn't fly, would die while doing so. Well, it wasn't exactly flying, but she figured it would feel the same for a least a moment.



That's when Sweetie and Apple Bloom had shown up. The argument had been intense, of course, the other two immediately realizing what she was planning, and horrified at the thought. She knew they'd blamed themselves for letting their friendship slack, and for not realizing just how bad things had gotten for the pegasus. Everypony was crying, yelling, and in utter confusion when it happened. Sweetie's hastily cast cloudwalking spell faltered.



One hoof went through first, leaving just enough time for the others to see the shocked look on her face. Then the unicorn dropped through the thin layer of cloud at the edge of the city with a scream. Apple Bloom and Scootaloo shared a brief look of horror, then Scootaloo jumped.



This hadn't been at all what she'd planned, though even in her panic, her mind made a bitter note that it did feel a bit like flying, at least until she tried to exert any sort of control. No, it was just falling. Scootaloo managed to dive a little faster, trying to catch her friend, but unsure what to do after that. She gained some speed, but trying to get close was no use, she couldn't maneuver well enough. Then she'd felt a tug, and Sweetie's familiar aura, pulling them closer together as they fell. It was a long ways down from Cloudsdale, and as the two ponies drew near, Scootaloo shouted her apologies; how sorry she was that she'd caused this, how awful she was as a pony for getting her friends involved.



The rush of wind lessened as the two collided and grabbed onto one another in a high velocity hug. "I'm so sorry," Scootaloo had said, crying. "If only I knew how to fly!"



"It's okay," Sweetie had said, her face more peaceful and resolute than Scootaloo could have imagined. As the two fell, Sweetie squeezed her friend in a tighter hug, and then looked her in the eye. "Scootaloo, no matter what happens, it'll be okay. I don't blame you. I believe in you!"



There was nothing that special in the words, no spell behind them, no poetry to their form. She'd been told similar things by dozens of ponies for years and years. But right then, in that moment, it was something profound. It wasn't magic, and yet... she'd opened her wings flown them both to safety.








Spike stood outside the amphitheater, leaning his massive head over the bowl of rising seats to see the proceedings. Far below, watched by thousands of ponies, the coveted theater awards were being announced and dispensed. Among those behind the stage, Rarity, preeminent unicorn of fashion, stood waiting. It was... well, it was known that she'd be winning the prize for costume design. Not only was her show, Canterlot Abby, the most popular drama of the year, but it also involved some of the most accurately constructed period costumes seen in the theater circuit.



As the prize for costume was announced, Spike watched with subdued glee, his massive tear ducts threatening to drown the upper boxes if he wasn't careful. Rarity stepped forward, noble as ever, despite her many years and aged state. She put on the most humble of acts as she walked on stage to accept the statuette, thanking all the others involved in the show as one should. As she wrapped up her speech though, and the orchestra began to play her off, she looked up toward the sky, and thanked her "biggest fan," winking at him on the double meaning.



In the decades since he'd first laid eyes on the unicorn, Spike had gone through many phases. The infatuation of the early years still made him blush when he recalled how much he'd literally swooned when Rarity came near. As he grew older though, he eventually moved past that, but his friendship with Rarity only grew closer because of it. When he hit the first of his major growth spurts, and started taking on a fully draconic form, Rarity was there to help him through it as the new feelings he had... the greed, the harshness, the anger and the rage... all the instincts of dragon-kind had welled up within him. This, he knew, was what drove his kind to be so distant and removed from ponies and the other races. Yet for him... Rarity was there, and her firm-yet-kind demeanor had worked in ways that Twilight's books and research never could.



Rarity didn't flinch as other ponies did when he'd lose his temper and roar in frustration. She didn't back down when reminding him he couldn't take what wasn't his. She helped him through those awful years of growth and confusion, and unlike the others of his kind, Spike had remained living with ponies even into his adulthood. He found it much easier to control himself these days. The simple habits Rarity had instilled in him were formative, and let him keep his temper in check. The end result was something ponies had thought impossible, indeed, which had never happened in recorded history. Rarity's generosity and patience had seen him through. It wasn't magic, and yet... He was a fully grown, yet fully civilized dragon.








Lyra pressed her nose against the window, staring out at the multitude of city lights as the ground dropped away and the plane rose above the coast. For the most part, the passengers seemed completely nonplussed by her presence, but she'd caught a few odd looks here and there as she'd boarded the flight. She could hardly blame them however. Despite her many years among them, even her own mind sometimes reverted and couldn't help but think of these alien creatures as strange and oh-so-weird. Yet what really stuck out in her mind was that none of them, not even those that seemed most surprised to find a unicorn flying coach, gave even a glimmer of thought to the miracle of the plane itself.



It'd been nearly a decade since the Veil had torn, since this other Earth—the one where talking monkeys had evolved in place of equines—had come to overlay the edges of Equestria. Those monkeys, those... humans... had seemed so strange, and so very, very alien at first. But of all ponies, Lyra was one who believed, at least far more than most, in the old axiom that a stranger is just a friend you're meeting for the first time. She'd quickly found herself enraptured by the new humans, and their world. She'd gone on a pilgrimage of sorts, taking in as many of the sights this new world offered as she could, returning home occasionally to tell friends and family of the wonders she'd seen. It had been some of the best years of her life, and still she felt like she'd barely scratched the surface. Every takeoff was the start of a new adventure, and she'd sworn long ago to never forget the sheer joy of it.



The green unicorn turned in the not-quite-pony-sized seat, leaning against the headrest while continuing to stare out the window, a faint smile crossing her muzzle as the millions of tiny lights all moved beneath her, a human city full of life and industry. As it faded beneath the clouds, she marveled at this weird species that bent metal, fire, and even the air itself to its will, harnessing whirling demons of fire beneath wings of composite aluminum to soar among the clouds. It wasn't magic, and yet... they'd even walked on the face of the moon!








Twilight Sparkle stared up at the newly grown crystal... tree? castle? She wasn't quite sure what to call her new home. The tree-like form of it certainly echoed her prior residence of the Golden Oaks library, but it, this new thing, was a castle as well. The library had been strong and stout, but this was... well, "imposing" was the best word she could come up with.



She didn't mind... not really anyway. The old tree was, in a way, a touchstone, and had been close to her heart as such things often are, but when all was said and done, it was just a place. What really mattered—her friends, her family, Spike and Owlowiscious—they'd all escaped the brunt of Tirek's wrath, and that's what really mattered. The keepsakes she'd lost... well, it was sad, but she'd make new memories and have new things to remember them with eventually. The books could be replaced as well, maybe not exactly, but close enough. That was the entire point of libraries after all: to share knowledge. They were a bulwark against the darkness of ignorance, for nothing shared was ever truly lost. It was one of the few things that ran counter to universal entropy. While energy, matter, and the rest were reduced by time, and lessened the further they spread, knowledge gained and grew instead. It was a lot like friendship in that regard. It wasn't magic, and yet... it was!
      

      
   
      Homecoming


      

      
      
         “Zecora, it’s Twilight,” Twilight called out, knocking politely on the wooden door of the zebra’s home in the Everfree. “Zecora, are you there?”



“Maybe she ain’t home,” said Applejack. “I’ll reckon she’s out again, gathering herbs and whatnot.”



Twilight squinted and peered at one of the hut’s foggy windows. “I think I see a light inside. I can’t quite make it out, but I it does seem like she’s home…”



“I figure she must be rightly busy with somethin’, then.” Hemming and hawing with her hat, Applejack took a glance through the window too. After a moment, she let out a disappointed sigh and popped the hat back on her head. “Ain’t no point in botherin’ her any further. We’ll just have to come back later.”



Twilight took a moment to think. “Maybe we should leave a note? That way, as soon as she can, she’ll—”



An exclamation from inside spoken in Zecora’s liquid-smooth accent interrupted her.



“I’ll need just a moment, my young Princess! I’m afraid that right now, my house is quite the mess!”



From inside come the sounds of big, heavy objects being pushed around. Applejack and Twilight exchanged a look when a particularly loud thump echoed through the forest, scattering a number of exotic-looking birds from their places in the trees. A little while passed before the sounds of movement quieted, and then the door to the shaman’s hut opened.



“Come in, come in! And don’t dare delay!” Zecora said, ushering in the two ponies. “The Forest isn’t safe, not even in day!”



As Zecora closed the door behind them, Twilight took a moment to glance around the zebra’s home. It was strikingly different from before: the fireplace was out and piled full of sand; the great black cauldron that normally filled up the center of the room was sitting, empty in a corner, unused; and a plethora of bottles that once held all manner of potions were emptied and hung upside down from the ceiling to dry.



Applejack whistled at the change in the room. “Doin’ a mite of spring cleaning, Zecora?”



“Forgive the clutter; I’ve some chores to do. For soon I’ll be traveling, for day or two.” Zecora said, pushing a set of ornate masks aside to give the ponies a place to sit.



“You’re cleaning up your brews, aren’t you?” asked Twilight. “It’s smart not to let magical potions go unattended,” she said with a nod.



“A fine eye you have, that much is clear. But I really must ask, what brings the two of you here?”



“Well, that’d be on my behalf,” said Applejack. “I’m afraid I’m gonna have to ask a favor of ya, Zecora.”



With a motion of her hoof, the zebra prompted her to continue.



“The thing is, it’s getting awful close to fruitbat season again.” The farmpony fidgeted uncomfortably for few seconds. “I was just wonderin’ if you knew of a way to keep the critters out of the orchards. Last year we darn near turned Fluttershy into a bat. I’m hoping something fierce that we don’t need to go through something like that again.”



Zecora turned her head up in thought. “Most of my ingredients are already put away, but I still have something that may help you today.”



Walking to a cupboard, she retrieved a little bag of powder and brought it to Applejack. “Mix to a paste with honey from bees,” she instructed, “then paint in a ring around the trunk of each tree. The paste’s smell is sure to make the bats drop, but fear not, the odor will not harm your crop!”



“Thank ya, kindly!” said Applejack, slipping the paper package into her saddlebags. “I’ll have Big Mac bring down a bushel for you.” She tapped a hoof on her chin. “Let’s see, today’s Wednesday, ain’t it? How ‘bout I send him on Sunday? Will ya be back from your trip by then?”



 “Yes, I’m sure that date would be alright. I will only be gone for a day and two nights,” Zecora said with a nod.



“A day and two nights?” Twilight asked. Then something clicked together in the young alicorn’s head. “Oh! It’s the spring equinox isn’t it? You must be leaving for your kurudisha!”



Zecora beamed. “You surprise me with your knowledge and wisdom! How did you know of my Zebra tradition?”



“A few months ago I met a professor of anthropology at Canterlot. He told me a little bit about it, but I’d love to learn more!” Twilight nearly pranced with excitement.



“What’s a kuro-what now?” Applejack asked, befuddled.



“Kurudisha,” Twilight corrected. “It’s the most important Zebrican holiday of the year. In zebra culture, the spring is the start of the new year. Everyzebra goes back to their hometown or village to celebrate!”



“That sounds rightly nice,” said Applejack. “Kind of like a big ol’ reunion.”



“It is the time for happiness, family, and cheer. To spend it with loved ones bodes well for the new year.” Zecora smiled.



“Oooh!” said Twilight, wings ruffling nervously. “I’d hate to be imposing, but would it be okay if the girls and I came with you this year? It’s just that I know so little about your culture, and I’d really like to get to know you better!”



“To take you with me isn’t so big of a task. To tell you the truth, I was hoping you’d ask!” Zecora giggled.



“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Twilight clapped her hooves happily.



“Wait on a moment,” said Applejack. “So if you were fixin’ to have us come along with ya, then why didn’t you just ask?”



“I have not a clue how your schedule goes. I certainly did not want to seem to impose,” said the zebra.



“The days around the spring equinox are considered a very personal and valuable time,” Twilight said, turning to Applejack. “It’s considered a little rude for a zebra to ask someone to do something that might intrude on their time with their families.”



“But to bring home a dear friend is a different story. I’d be more than glad to take you all with me!” The smile on Zecora’s face was as warm and inviting as her words.



“Oh, sugarcube, I’d be downright honored to come,” said the farmpony. “But I’ve got a heap of work ‘round this time of year. I’m real sorry, but I can’t drop all my responsibilities on Big Mac with hardly a moment’s notice. Wouldn’t be a bit fair.”



“Don’t you worry, Applejack; I understand.” Zecora turned to Twilight. “But will we be joined by the rest of your band?”



Twilight’s brow scrunched up as she thought. “Rarity and Fluttershy are still in Manehatten, so they won’t be able to make it. I’ll have to ask Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie if they’re up for it.”



Zecora sighed. “It’s a tragedy that we must leave so terribly soon. At the latest, your friends must be here tomorrow at noon.”



“Noon? Tomorrow?” Twilight’s eyes widened. “Oh wow. I’ll have to get home right away to start preparing. Ponyfeathers, I really should have asked you about this sooner.”



“Don’t worry, there’s not much you need to pack. Everything you need will rest light on your back.”



Twilight nodded, mental checklist at the ready. “Pack lightly, come tomorrow morning. Got it!”



The two ponies made their way to the door of the hut. Sensing their imminent departure, Zecora got up to open the door for them.



“Thanks a heap for the potion, Zecky,” said Applejack as she stepped out into the forest. “Again, I really wish I could have gone with ya on your vacation. It’s a darn-tooting shame. Maybe next year I’ll git some preparations done in advance, and then you can show me all about your family and whatnot. Sound good?”



“Sounds like something we ought to do,” Zecora agreed. “But for now, I bid farewell to you!”



“Catch ya later, sugarcube!”



“See you tomorrow, Zecora!”



The two ponies soon disappeared into the thick foliage of the forrest.








The next day, Twilight Sparkle arrived at Zecora’s just before noon. Her saddlebags were ladden with quills and ink, a journal, some spare boots, and a water bottle. Twilight was certainly excited—the mare could barely keep her hooves from shaking as she knocked Zecora’s door. A moment later, the door opened to reveal a Zecora with an ear-to-ear smile.



“Hello, Zecora!” chirped Twilight.



“And a hello to you too!” said Zecora, “But have you no friends with you?”



“Rainbow Dash had weather management duties today that she couldn’t reschedule quickly enough, and Pinkie Pie’s been planning a birthday party on Friday.” Twilight sighed. “They really wanted to come, though. I guess its just you and me.”



“While I am disappointed, I still count myself blessed. I’m most glad that you’re here, I must confess,” Zecora admitted.



“Huh? Why is that?” Twilight asked, blinking in surprise.



“Alone was I, and in a strange place. But this lonely stranger you did embrace. You made me at home and befriended me too; I’d like to return this generous favor to you!”



“Oh… wow,” Twilight stammered, at a loss for words. “Thank you, I’d like that too.”



Zecora smiled. “Follow me, it’s almost time to go! Is there any last things that you’d like to know?”



“Yes, yes! I was wondering last night—how exactly are we going to get to your village in time for the equinox? Isn’t it supposed to happen tomorrow?” Twilight tilted her head curiously.



“There is a path to my home, open for only this week! In fact, it grows wider even as we speak.”



“Like, a magical path? Are you talking about a Zebra spell?” Twilight was all smiles as she magicked out her journal and quill to furiously scribble down some notes. “How does it open? Can you only take it in spring equinox? Or the fall one too? Is it very dangerous?”



Zecora laughed and produced a small clay pot from her bag. “To walk this path is no feat of derring do. Don’t worry, it’s simple; and now I’ll show you!”



Dipping a hoof into the jar, she took a pasty, red substance and smeared it in a line across Twilight’s forehead, right underneath her horn. Twilight almost jumped when it touched her—it felt like ice. There were little solid grains in the liquid that tingled and sparked against her skin.



“Oh, goodness!” she exclaimed. As she became accustomed to the sensation, the inquisitive part of her mind kick-started into full drive. “It feels really cold, so it must be soaking up magic. And these grainy bits, they must be Spellcaster’s Sand. Interesting that you’re using it directly in a some sort of magical balm.”



Zecora worked on while Twilight absently babbled; she drew lines below Twilight’s eyes, across her chest, and down each of her legs. When she was finished, she repeated the process herself before sitting down on the ground crosslegged with her hooves across her chest.



“Come, dear Twilight, we’re just about to start. Sit as I do; this is an important part,” said Zecora.



Twilight sat opposite Zecora, fumbling with her wings for a moment before simply tucking them at her sides. She returned her pen and book to her saddlebags facing Zecora and mirroring her stance.



“Is that good, Zecora?”



“Yes, your markings are perfect and your posture is good. Now in a moment I’ll send us right out of these woods.”



Twilight breathed deeply. Her insides were all knotted with nervous excitement as Zecora took the little pot and placed it on a small rock between them. There was silence for a moment as the zebra returned to her seat and closed her eyes. For almost a minute Twilight sat, tingling with anticipation.



“Kurudi nyumbani,” Zecora said, breaking the silence.



Twilight’s breath caught in her throat. The moment Zecora spoke, a palpable heaviness came down on the area around the two of them. There was a tightness in the around Twilight’s limbs, which vaguely gave the sense of being underwater. She stole a glance around, but there was nothing outwardly different about her surroundings.



“Kurudi nyumbani!” Zecora repeated loudly.



The crimson streaks that Zecora had painted on Twilight suddenly went from ice-cold to almost uncomfortably warm, as though somepony had wrapped a heating blanket around her. The air swirled around her in a way that was not at all how wind felt.



Kurudi nyumbani!



In a little burst of light, the little pot sitting between them shattered, flinging out a red mist that quickly filled the air. Twilight felt something loud happen, as if she were in a steel barrel that had a brick flung against it. A moment later, the red vapor shone brightly, sparkling as it melted away.



The first thing Twilight noticed was that she wasn’t under a dense forest canopy any more. A bright midday sun shone down on her; gone were the shadows of the woods. Blinking, she took a moment to adjust to the light.



When she opened her eyes again, she saw the village around her. Twilight realized that she had never seen a zebra stallion or foal in all her life, and now there were so many zebras walking, playing, and talking in a strange, exotic language. Nobody seemed to give much notice to the pair of them who had apparently popped into existence in the middle of the village square.



Twilight turned her head to Zecora, but the questions in her head crashed to a halt in a moment. All the lines of red across the zebra’s face and legs were alight with deep blue flames. Zecora smiled as she watched Twilight look down at her own legs, only to see the same thing.



Twilight Sparkle stared, transfixed, as the heatless little flames ate away the crimson stripes, leaving nothing behind.



“Wow,” said Twilight. “That was… Wow. Just, wow.”



Zecora chuckled and held a hoof out to Twilight to help her up. As the astonished pony took the offered foreleg, a stallion’s voice called out to them in a cheery high-class accent.



“Well, if it isn’t Zecora! I was wondering when you’d show up!”



“It’s so good to see you Ceecee! I hope you’re as excited for this year as me!”



A short, stockily built unicorn stallion briskly approached the pair. His coat was a dusty grey, and his mane was a golden blonde. He quickly notices Twilight, and smiles when he does.



“Princess Twilight Sparkle! It certainly is a pleasure to see you here. Zecora’s told me so much about you, it’s like we’ve already met!”



Twilight’s knees were still shaky, and her wits weren’t completely collected yet. She understood the stallion’s words, but they were foggy and hazy, as if spoken to somepony else.



“A pleasure too, uhm, wha-?” Twilight let out a confused yelp as the stallion firmly took her hoof and shook vigorously. She gathered herself for a few moments before saying, “J-just ‘Twilight’ will do…”



“First time a zebra’s blinked you, right? Don’t you fret, the grogginess will clear right up momentarily.” The stallion turned to Zecora. “Couldn’t you have warned the poor girl first, Zec?



Embarrassed, Zecora held a hoof in front of her face. “In my excitement I forgot to say! Twilight, I hope this doesn’t ruin your day.”



“Oh, no, no, I’m fine!” Twilight shook her head to clear it. Turning to the stallion, she introduced herself, “Pleased to meet you, I’m Twilight Spar— Wait, you knew that already.” She planted a hoof on her face. “Ugh, sorry, I’m not ‘all there’ yet.”



“Please, don’t worry yourself over it at all! Allow me to make my acquaintance!” The short little stallion beamed. “I’m Clear Cut, but everyone calls me Ceecee. I’m a jeweler by trade,” he said, turning to let her see the Mazarin cut diamonds on his flanks.



“That’s great! I have to ask, though are you from Canterlot? It’s just that you sound a lot like my dad,” said Twilight.



“Born and raised! But since then, I’ve moved my business to here in Zebrica.” Clear Cut motioned to the zebras around them. “Curious how these folk didn’t really have a way of cutting or polishing stones until I got here. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it’d be from a lack of naturally occurring deposits of gemstones here. I still have to ship most of my stones from Equestria.”



“That’s fascinating!” Twilight said, pulling out her journal and pen again. “Could you tell me how you know Zecora? That is, of course, if you don't mind me asking.”



“Not at all! I’m her brother-in-law,” Clear Cut replied with a toothy smile.



“Oh! Oh that’s wonderful!” Twilight’s face lit up like a light bulb. “You never told me you had a sister, Zecora!”



“My word, Zec! What other things have you been withholding from the Princess?” Clear Cut teased.



Zecora blushed and laughed. “It never came up, I swear this is true! I’d never keep any secret hidden from you.”



 “Don’t be embarrassed, Zecora,” said Twilight. “I believe you. But I’d certainly love to meet this mysterious sister of yours!”



“There isn’t much mystery about her, ma’am,” Clear Cut replied with a twinkle in his eye. “She’s simply the most beautiful mare in all Zebrica! More gorgeous than all my little rocks put together!”



“How sweet of you!” Twilight giggled.



Zecora only chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Come now, follow me, dear! My home is not so far from here!”








Ceecee pushed open the door of a little thatch-roofed house. “Reeya, I’m back! And I’ve got some people here itching to see you!”



A zebra mare appeared from around a corner, her smile mirroring Zecora’s in width. Her legs were lithe and graceful, and her mane was combed down on one side. She had a spiraling glyph on each flank. Twilight couldn’t place for certain which of the sisters was older, but if she had to guess, she’d say Zecora was younger by a just a bit.



“Zecora! You’ll make an old nag of me, yet!” the mare said, approaching the trio. “It’s like ages have past since the last time we’ve met.”



The sisters shared a warm nuzzle that was full of chuckles.



Clearing his throat, Ceecee motioned Twilight to come in closer. “Twilight, this is Shireeya, my lovely wife! Reeya, meet Princess Twilight Sparkle, a friend of Zecora’s. We were talking on the walk over, and, my oh my, is she a riveting conversationalist!”



Twilight smiled sheepishly. “Oh, thank you,” she said. Turning to Shireeya, she extended a hoof in greeting. “A pleasure to meet you, Shireeya!”



“My greetings as well, go out to you!” Shireeya replied, warmly. She took the offered hoof turned the gesture into a hug, instead. “Now tell me, is there anything I can do?”



“Oh, it’s okay!” Twilight giggled at the sudden embrace. “Zecora’s showing me around for the next couple of days. I feel bad for not knowing enough about zebra culture, so your sister’s agreed to show me all about kurudisha.” 



“Oh good, if it were me the tour would be a chore!” Shireeya laughed, “I’m afraid when I start talking, I can be quite the bore.”



“That’s nonsense, dear,” Ceecee said, planting a kiss on his wife’s forehead. “You’ll always be the most fascinating thing in the world to me.”



“It warms my heart to know that you care,” Shireeya smiled, “But the truth is, I lack Zecora’s, um, dramatic flare.”



Twilight laughed and clapped her hooves! “Oh my goodness! Did she tell you about how she does a little gig every Nightmare Night? It’s absolutely terrifying, and the foals love it!”



Shireeya giggled behind a hoof. “I heard of it, but this gives me the biggest scare: When she puts on her cloak and yells, ‘Beware, beware!’”



Twilight clutched her sides, laughing. “Yes, yes! She did that once when we were walking through poison joke! We thought we were being cursed!”



Shireeya cackled with laughter, stomping her feet. Zecora just rolled her eyes and made it a point to pretend to ignore the two giggling equines.



Attracted by the commotion, an aged zebra stallion descended a flight of stairs. There were wrinkles around his eyes and nose, and his mane was done in long braids that reached his shoulders. “Who is this lovely young zebra I see? Could it be my little daughter has returned to me?”



“Baba!” Zecora exclaimed, running into the old stallion’s arms.



“Binti yangu,” he said, running a hoof through Zecora’s mane. “It’s so good to see you, child.”



When they broke their embrace a moment later, Twilight stepped up to introduce herself. “Hello! I’m Twilight Sparkle, one of Zecora’s friends from Ponyville, but you can just call me ‘Twilight!’”



“All your adventures together, she has related to me. Who could have known my msichana would befriend royalty?” The old zebra barked out laughter.



“I’m just glad to know her!” Twilight chirped. “You have a wonderful daughter, mister, um…?”



“Bentugo is my name, but I admit that I’d love; if you’d just call me ‘Baba,’ like everyone already does!” The old stallion said with a twinkle in his eye.



“Okay, then, Baba,” she said, trying the new word on her tongue.



“Mr. Bentugo is something of an elder for this village,” Clear Cut explained, “The people here look up to him like a father, hence the nickname.”



“Oh I see,” Twilight said, taking down a few more notes. “Well, Baba Bentugo, I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance!”



“As you ponies like to say, I am pleased as punch.” Bentugo replied. “But come now! It is nearly time for lunch!”



Shireeya smiled. “It’s an old zebrican classic: roasted sugarcane! Along with Zecora’s favorite, sweet-stewed plantains!”



“Sounds delicious! I haven’t eaten much all day,” Twilight admitted. After a moment, she said, “You guys go ahead, I’ll be right with you in a moment.”



Sensing something wrong, Zecora hung behind while the other three strode into the dining room, laughing and joking. She took took placed a reassuring hoof on Twilight’s shoulder.



“Is there something wrong, my dear? Please, tell me; you have nothing to fear.”



“Oh, its nothing. It’s just that it seems like everyzebra here is so close with everyzebra else,” Twilight explained. “Like when we were walking here, it looked like everyone knew you and Ceecee. I’m just getting used to it, I guess.”



Zecora smiled encouragingly. “You should relax, Twilight; have fun and make friends! It is tomorrow night when the real fun begins.”



“Yes.” Twilight nodded. “The equinox is tomorrow.” The young alicorn smiled. “I really can’t wait for it.”



Side by side the two friends trotted into the other room to join the others.








The rest of the day passed in a pleasant blur. There was talking, laughing, and story-swapping into late hours of the night. Twilight caught glimpses of Ceecee and Shireeya shyly stealing kisses, and she laughed when Bentugo told her old zebra tales, complete with his hilarious impressions of dragons and diamond dogs. Zecora cooked a spicy, honeyed dessert that filled Twilight right up and made her wish for more.



In so many ways it reminded her of her own family, with Shining Armor, Cadence, and her parents. Through it all was a powerful sense of this precious, limited time that this household chose to share in joy. The universality of the happiness permeated and soaked into every conversation they had, and by the time Twilight made her way to the guest bedroom, she was pleasantly exhausted—both physically and emotionally.



The much of the next day was spent in an anxious excitement. Zecora showed Twilight where they were preparing the evening’s celebrations. Scores of young zebras were working hard setting up an earthen stage of some sort in the clearing next to the village. To the side, a longhut was prepared for the village-wide feast after the night’s festivities.



Finally, at sunset, the village gathered to celebrate kurudisha. A crowd gathered around the stage, circling it with a herd of zebra eager for the start of the main event. They chatted excitedly as Zecora lead Twilight through the crowd by the hoof, finding a good spot to sit near the front.



“Wow,” said Twilight, looking across the gathred zebras in awe. “Wow, this is amazing. There’s just so much energy here!”



The deep blast from a horn cut off her thoughts. Zecora excitedly pointed to the stage in front of them.



“The kurudisha performance is just about to start! I’m terribly excited—be still, my heart!”



Unto the stage stepped forward a tall zebra male. It took Twilight a moment to recognize Bentugo; he was dressed in brilliant, orange robes and an elaborately ornamental headpeice, carved from wood and laden with beads. The torc on his chest was golden with rubies set in it.



“Wanagu. Binti yangu.” he said. His voice was powerful—demanding and strong. The crowd fell into complete silence, and anticipation hung thickly in the air.



Turning, Bentugo faced the other side of the crowd. Again, he called out, “Wanagu! Binti yangu!”



And this time, the crowd responded, “Baba, sisi kusikia wewe!” The sound of so many zebras speaking as one was awe-inspiring, deafening!



Twilight looked around her. She could see Zecora, Shireeya, and even Clear Cut joining the united call.



Bentugo swept a leg across the crowd, pointing to each zebra sitting before him. “Wanagu, binti yangu, kuwakaribisha nyumbani!”



The audience erupted into applause, cheering wildly and without restraint. Twilight turned to Zecora and asked over the sound of crowd: “What did he say?”



Zecora smiled and answered simply, “He welcomed us home.”



Two zebra stallions and two zebra mares in traditional costume stepped forward to join Bentugo on the stage. As an ensemble of drummers beat out a rolling rhythm, they danced around each other and spun around Bentugo.



Zecora pointed to them, one at a time. “The stars and the heavens—that one is Anga. The fate of each creature: his name is Hatma.”



Anga wore a dark, flowing headpiece that reached down to her knees. Her eyes shone like diamonds from the holes cut in her mask. Turning this way and that, her shawl caught the light of the setting sun and the nearby torches, glinting and sparkling from the myriad of little gems set into the fabric.



Hatma was tall and lithe. He wore a necklace of dark red quartz carved into chevrons and points. The mask he wore was long and curved, like the beak of an owl or an eagle. Fiery leggings sewn with feathers flapped and waved as he lept this way and that, with a predatory anger in each step.



“The earth that sustains us; she is called Dunia. The winds and the rain: we call him Mvua.”



Dunia was garbed in verdant, flowing lengths of cloth that trailed behind her and hid her legs as she walked serenely across the stage. Against her forehead was set a deep, green emerald that hung from a gold-chained net that clasped around her entire head.



Mvua was clothed in blue-grey, and his face was covered in dark make-up. White and blue streamers were tied to each of his legs, dancing through the air as he swept from one side of the stage to the other. As he lept and twirled, he let out a continuous, excited chant. Pa-ta-pa! Pa-ta-pa! He his voice was like rain on a grassy field.



Suddenly the four of them each took a corner of the stage, facing outwards to the audience. The drums ceased and the audience quieted down. The performance began, and Zecora leaned over to translate the strange and beautiful words for Twilight.






Father:

My sons and my daughters!

From faraway places they’ve come.

My sons and my daughters are home!



Children:

Here we are,

Father!

Here we are!



Father:

Sing, sons of mine!

Sing, daughters of mine!

The sun is renewed, our winter is past,

Lend me your voices, children of mine!



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

My children, my children, where have you been?

Your tired, old papa has missed your faces.

Have you been hurt?

Have you cried out in pain?

Has destiny been cruel to your innocent smiles?



Children:

No, Papa! Our lives have been good.

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Oh children, my children,

I am most blessed by you

Again, I will sing for you;

For your behalf, I will beg the fates.



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Father, Father, you need not bother,

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Nevertheless I will ask,

I prostrate myself for your sake.

For what is a Father who will not do this small thing for his children?

On behalf of your innocent smiles, I will sing.



Children:

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

What else could we need?

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Anga, hear me now!

My children have worked tirelessly this year.

They have tilled their fields when your stars instructed it.

They sowed their crops when your sun instructed it.

They took in the harvest when your seasons demanded it.

And they have emptied themselves each moon because you requested it!



Grant me a boon!

Give my children a year of rest.

One year, of the eons that have passed, and the eons to come.

One year when their fields need not be tilled,

When crops need not be sowed,

When there is no harvest to take in,

And each moon they are filled!



Anga:

Who are you too make demands of the sky?

Anga, Anga!

You are nothing before the order of things!

A speck-father of speck-children on a dot of a world.

The heavens heed not your will, little thing.

You are a madman to think otherwise.



The stars have been set in place since the dawn of things;

Their instruction will last for eons more.

The sun has risen for longer than all your children will ever draw breath;

It will shine for eons more.

The seasons have spun around and around forever!

They will turn and change for eons more.

The moon has held its course stalwartly for ages.

And it will continue for eons more!



Father:

Curse me, oh wretched me!

I, who cannot afford his children a year of rest.

For what can one man do against the sky?



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Father, Father, you need not bother,

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Children, my children,

All is not yet lost.

I will present my case to the Earth.

And I will prostrate myself on your behalf.

For the sake of your innocent smiles, I will sing.



Children:

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

Father, what you do is silliness!

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Dunia, O fair Dunia,

Mother of my children, hear my cries!



The earth is wretched to these children of mine.

The fields grow fallow, and they cease to fruit.

The wild things with claws and teeth,

Hunt my children and make them bleed.



Richen your fields, mother of all!

Tame your wild things so that they no longer take my children from me!

Please, mother, for the sake of their innocent smiles,

Grant me this boon, so that I may finally be at peace.



Dunia:

Oh, Father, if only it could be.

My fields grow empty because they are weary.

They too are my children, and I cannot ask more of them.

Oh, Father, please, do not think less of me.

My creatures live harshly, without rest from death.

They slither and crawl and fly away too soon.

They too are my children, and I cannot ask more of them.



Oh, Father, your pleading brings tears to my eyes.

Begone, begone!

I cannot bear it any longer.



Father:

Woe upon me, most cursed of fathers!

With nothing to show for my efforts.

My children are in want, and yet I cannot lift a hoof for them.



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Father, Father, you need not bother,

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

No, I cannot give up.

Though small, and pitiful and helpless I am,

My tired voice will sing for my children’s behalf.

For the sake of their innocence, will I prostrate myself again.



Children:

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

Father, Father, you may rest now;

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

The rain on my face are like the tears on my cheek.

Mvua, answer my prayers now!

I prostrate myself before you, lord of rain.

And I beg to you on my children’s behalf.

For the sake of their innocent smiles.



Your waters have been choppy, and have taken my children.

To where they go, they will never be surrendered back to me.

Your oceans have flooded and taken my children.

And your fickle rains have drowned and left them thirsting to death.



Let your waters be still for my children!

Let the oceans not swallow their lands!

Let the rains be ever gentle,

Neither to ever drought nor flood.

This is my request, mighty one!



Mvua:

Pa-ta-pa! Pa-ta-pa!

Rain will ever fall, more!

It heeds no one, it simply falls.



My waters are choppy, but sometimes they are still.

You don’t complain to me when your children sail smoothly, do you?

My oceans don’t always flood.

But do you praise me when I keep them in check?

My rains come and go as they please.

More often than not, just the right amount falls.

Yet you forget my generousity?



Pa-ta-pa! Pa-ta-pa!

How cowardly of you!



Father:

Curse me greatly!

Curse they day I thought myself a good father.

For now I know I have nothing for my children.

I am nothing for them.



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Father, Father, you need not bother,

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

One last time, will I prostrate myself.

One last time will I beseech the Makers.

For the behalf of my children,

My bleeding throat will still sing!

For the sake of their innocent smiles!



Children:

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

Father, you care too deeply for us!

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Hatma, Hatma come out!

Oh you fickle demon, you torturer of the hopeful!

You jailor of the promised!



You’ve played with my children for long enough!

Your fickleness must come to an end.

What heart do you have that their sorrow is not heard

By the emptiness of your ears.



Ugly one, I demand what is rightfully mine!

No longer will you toy shamelessly with destiny.

Learn to have compassion in that black heart of yours.

And leave my children each to their own way.



Hatma:

Ha, ha! Ha, ha!

You amuse me, small thing.

An insect you are before me!

Don’t you realize your song is my doing?

Don’t you realize that it all is for naught?

For I hold every future of futures in the grasp of my claws.



No, I will not give up these threads of fate.

No, I will not cease my play!

Have you no idea how dull it would be

If every zebra was in charge of their own destiny?

My ears are empty, for my mind is full.

Of all the wonderful tricks I can play on you yet!

Oh, no, this is much too entertaining.

I think I will hold on to my toys.



Father:

Oh strike me down, I am nothing!

My throat bleeds and my heart aches, and I have nothing to show for it!

Oh children, my children, please don’t abandon me.

Pitty this father who lost everything for nothing.



Your cries will go unheeded, my children.

Your sorrows will go unchecked.

I have failed you as a father,

For I could not have helped in the slightest.

The Wills of the World ever more shall spit upon you.



Children:

Sky watches, Earth provides!

Fate falls like Rain on us all; to each their own way!

Father, Father, you need not bother,

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!



Father:

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa,

What does this mean?

How can you find peace in this wretched life?

Children, children, gather around your poor father.

For soon I have to leave you.

Thank you for coming to me, children of mine.

Your innocent smiles shine brightly in my dulling eyes.

Farewell, farewell!

Know that I love you, and shall forever more!



Children:

Father, father!

Sky has watched over us,

Earth has provided for us,

Fate has Rained on us and made us whole, in each of our ways.

Father, leave us in peace.

For though you do not understand, we are content.

You have not failed us, Father.

Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!







By the end of it, Twilight was calling out with the audience just as loudly as the rest of them. The repeating chorus from the hundreds of zebras gathered still rung in the air, even after the last line. Even as the crowd thinned out, leaving to the longhut for the feast waiting for them, she quietly said the words one last time: “Bora maisha; mengine ni majaliwa!”



Clear Cut and Shireeya made their way to Zecora and her, smiling and with hooves around each other.



“Oh, everyone, that was so amazing,” Twilight gushed. “Wow, that was really beautiful! I can’t… I can’t even begin to describe it in my own head, let alone take notes of it!”



Clear Cut laughed. “It’s really something else, isn’t it? This one’s my sixth, and I’ve already learned every word.”



“Bora maisha, mengine ni majaliwa,” Twilight repeated. “Do you happen to know what that means? Zecora kept that bit untranslated.”



“Oh Zec, you and your dramatic flare again,” Ceecee chuckled.



Zecora only shrugged and smiled. There was a faraway look in her eyes, and Twilight knew she was still lost in that moment of shared passion.



“It’s an old Zebrican proverb,” said Ceecee. “Absolutely beautiful. It doesn’t quite translate, but roughly in Equish, it means ‘Life is the best gift; the rest is extra.’”



“Wow,” said Twilight, at a loss for words. The little alicorn slumped down and sat on the ground, overwhelmed by the message of the play she just watched. Turning her head up, she laughed and laughed from the joy of it.



Shireeya giggled. “I do believe that somepony is in a good mood. But let’s hurry now, least we miss out on the food.”



Clear Cut ran his hoof through his wife’s mane and kissed her again. “Wise, wise words, love. Come on! We don’t want to be stuck at the back of the line!”



Zecora helped Twilight up to her feet, and the four of them followed the others to the longhut.








The stillness of the Everfree was broken abruptly when a red flash threw crimson smoke all over the small clearing that sat next to Zecora’s home. Two figures emerged from the burning vapours, lines of red on their coats burning and melting away.



Twilight Sparkle checked all her saddlebags and assured herself that everything had made the trip unscathed. Zecora smiled and watched the alicorn fumble around, still not entirely accustomed to the post-jump grogginess.



Finally, Twilight straightened her bags and made eye contact with the zebra shaman.



“I hope that was a trip you will long remember,” spoke Zecora, “To me, you are as close as a family member.”



“Thank you so much, Zecora,” Twilight said, for the umpteenth time in the last few days. “I can’t wait to tell the girls all about it. And I’ll drag them along next year if I have to!”



Zecora chuckled. “That my dear, might cause quite the brawl. But tell me, Twilight, what did you think of it all?”



Twilight’s eyes darted side to side, the gears in her head spinning. She wanted to say something to show Zeocra how amazing, wonderful, terrifying, and awe-inspiring the whole thing was. Finally, her eyes made their way back to Zecora’s curious, hopeful face.



“It was magical. Just magical.”
      

      
   
      Three and a Half Seconds


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom trudged along the road away from town, a macaroni art project clutched in her teeth. It hadn’t dawned on her before now, but a rumbling in her belly reminded her that macaroni was food. If not for the glitter, she might have crunched down on it. Or the gold paint, the rubber cement, and the paper, she supposed.



Where had everypony else gone, though? She rarely had to walk home from school alone, but she couldn’t find Scootaloo or Sweetie Belle around after the bell rang. Something nipped at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t figure out what.



Oh, well. She walked on and tried not to think about food. Not the apple-rhubarb pie Granny had made last night, just waiting for dessert. And Tuesday, so soup night, all full of fresh vegetables, and a mess of collards on the side, drenched in vinegar.



Right. Don’t think about food.



The macaroni sculpture nearly dragged in the dirt as Apple Bloom hung her head. On its own, her body knew the way home, and she didn’t have to look. And so, when she caught up to Fluttershy at the gate to Sweet Apple Acres, she nearly ran into her from behind.



“Oh! ’Scuse me!” she said.



“For what?” Fluttershy turned around and smiled. Well, not really. She tried to smile.



“I almost plowed into you.” Apple Bloom craned her neck to get a better view of the basket on Fluttershy’s back. “What’s that?” she asked, jutting her nose toward it.



Fluttershy popped her half-opened wings down so Apple Bloom could see better. “Squash casserole.”



But… Tuesday. Soup night. “Why you bringin’ that over?”



The wings came back up, and Fluttershy hid her face behind her mane. “Oh! You… you haven’t heard?”



Apple Bloom scowled. Adults always did stuff like this. “Heard what?”



Several times, Fluttershy opened her mouth to reply, but in the end she only turned partway back toward the front door. “M-maybe you should come inside. Come inside and ask your family.” Without waiting for an answer, she continued up the walk and into the house. She left the front door open for Apple Bloom.



Even from out in the dirt path, Apple Bloom could hear the waves of conversation pouring out. She gulped hard, and her pulse picked up. Something told her she didn’t want to ask anything. But that front porch might as well have been the dentist’s office—she knew she wouldn’t like going there, but she also knew she had to.



So Apple Bloom lifted the lead weight of her chest and strode forward. She dipped a hoof in the edge—not too bad yet, only a few ponies lingering near the door—then kicked it closed as she waded in deeper. The noise, growing, while she pressed on through the breakers, the steady roar of indistinguishable voices, so many strangers. Her heart sank, caught in the undertow, and she rode it through the crowd to the calm rocking and bobbing at the back of the house.



She didn’t recognize half these ponies, and what were they all doing here? She’d better find Applejack.



Applejack or Big Mac or-or… Or Granny Smith. A chill ran down her spine. “Applejack!” she called. A few heads turned her way, but the wall of sound didn’t ease. “Applejack!”



“In here,” came a voice from behind her, in the kitchen.



Apple Bloom rushed in, leaving her saddlebag and art project to skid across the floor on their own, and flung her forelegs around her sister’s neck. She couldn’t stop her heart thudding in her chest. “I was so worried! Fluttershy said—I didn’t know, and… Big Mac? Granny Smith? Are they all okay?”



“Yes, we’re all fine,” Applejack answered, rubbing a hoof up Apple Bloom’s neck and hugging her closer.



“Winona?”



“Fine, too. Apple Bloom…”



“The farm?” Apple Bloom started shaking.



“No, no.” Applejack shoved her mixing bowl back from the edge of the counter and crouched down. “See—” she forced out a breath “—somethin’s happened to Sweetie Belle.”



“Bu-but…” White-hot fire flashed through Apple Bloom’s brain. “I just saw her in school!”



Applejack shook her head and closed her eyes. “No, she didn’t go to school today.”



Only an hour ago! Had Apple Bloom imagined it? Or had she gotten so deep in her routine that she just assumed…?



“Where is she? Can I see her?” She felt tears dancing in the corners of her eyes, but she wouldn’t give in, not yet.



Applejack stood back up and looked like she had a whole book’s worth of words clogging up her throat. She sighed and cast her eyes downward. “I-I don’t think that’d be a good idea, sugarcube.”



“Why not?”



“I just…” Applejack exhaled sharply out her nose. “Look, why don’t you get somethin’ to eat? All these nice ponies brought over food to help out. We’ll talk about it later.”



Apple Bloom wasn’t hungry. She glanced at all the covered dishes on the tables set up in the den, all the unfamiliar faces shoveling spoonfuls of the contents onto their plates. “Where’s Scootaloo? She didn’t come home with me either. And where’s Rarity?”



Her jaw set, Applejack went back to her mixing bowl. “I don’t know.”



“I want to see her,” Apple Bloom said in a low growl.



Applejack let out another long sigh and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Upstairs. But please. Wait ’til we’ve had a chance to talk. You shouldn’t see her like this, not ’til we’ve talked.”



“Here!?” Apple Bloom’s mouth gaped open. “She’s here!? Why?”



No answer. Applejack only shook her head again.



Apple Bloom stomped out the back door and flopped against the side of the house. Why here? Unless Sweetie Belle had gotten hurt here somehow. But she was certain—she’d seen Sweetie Belle this morning, in school, right at her usual desk.



She pounded a hoof at the dirt. Why did everypony always assume that she couldn’t handle anything herself? With a sniffle, she brushed her cheeks dry of what were most definitely not tears and stepped back into the kitchen. Ponies shuttled this way and that, and Applejack, still busy at her task, never noticed her. She walked past, like she knew what she was doing, through the den, to the staircase. Nopony stopped her or paid her any mind.



Up she climbed, to the hallway. At this hour, light streamed in through all the open doors and left a nice golden glow on the floor. All except one: her own bedroom. Slowly, she approached the door and knocked. After a minute with no reply, she cracked the door and peered in.



Kind of dark, with the sun on the other side of the house, but the shades weren’t drawn. “Sweetie Belle?”



Her friend was sitting up in bed, propped against the headboard with two or three pillows. She had a quilt pulled over her legs and belly, and she wore a white flannel nightgown. From the other side of the bed, a couple of lines trailed over to her from a metal pole with plastic pouches hanging from it. And—



Apple Bloom flinched. On her cheek, an ugly bruise, and a small bandage behind her right ear. “Sweetie Belle? How do you feel?”



Sweetie Belle blinked. And she stared straight ahead, her eyelids drooping halfway shut.



“Does it hurt?” Apple Bloom held her breath and walked to the bedside. She leaned over the mattress.



Blink.



Apple Bloom waited. Still, Sweetie Belle would only watch the plaster on the far wall, her mouth hanging open a bit.



Blink. At regular intervals. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—



Blink.



The ebb and flow of conversation from downstairs continued to carry through the open door. Apple Bloom climbed into the bed and wriggled up next to her friend. “If I bump somethin’ that hurts, tell me, alright?” she said softly.



Why here? Why would they set up an IV here and not at the hospital? Not because they couldn’t move her, or they wouldn’t have left her unattended like this. But what had her so stunned that she wouldn’t speak?



“It’s alright,” Apple Bloom said. “If you don’t wanna talk, you don’t have to.” She curled her forelegs around one of Sweetie Belle’s and lay her head against the pillows.



That nice scent of floral shampoo. Apple Bloom had always liked it. “You just get to feelin’ better. I’m gonna stay by your side.”



Apple Bloom watched the lengthening shadows creep across the room. Almost sunset. Her stomach rumbled again. And now that she pricked her ears up, she didn’t hear all the voices downstairs anymore. Had everypony gone home? Applejack must have figured out by now where Apple Bloom was. If they’d all gone out looking for her…



But somepony would have to come check on Sweetie Belle soon, anyway. Weren’t they going to bring up dinner for her? Well, no… the IV. She peeked over at it, but it didn’t seem to be running low. She would have liked some of Fluttershy’s casserole—it always tasted so good when the Cutie Mark Crusaders spent the night at her house. But she didn’t feel like getting up right now.



The autumn air had turned a little chilly anyway. Apple Bloom lifted the edge of the quilt and slid her hind legs under it, then flipped the corner up and over her shoulders. She’d wait a little longer, then maybe go downstairs and find something to eat. And see why it had gone so quiet. Somepony could have at least shouted up to her, and she would have answered.



But for now, she’d rather snuggle up with her friend. Sweetie Belle’s silence had started to worry her, but pestering her to talk might only make things worse. “I’ll stay with you, Sweetie Belle. I’ll keep you company, and you get some rest.”



Sweetie Belle blinked.








Apple Bloom stirred and rubbed her eyes. Sunlight flooded the room—morning already? Somepony had closed the door overnight. At least nopony would be missing her now, assuming they’d seen her there.



Her mouth felt so dry—she sat up in fits and starts and slid off the bed, then clutched her forelegs to her chest. Somepony had opened the window, too, and the sun hadn’t had long enough to warm things up yet.



“I’m gonna get a glass o’ water,” Apple Bloom said. “You want any?” Sweetie Belle only stared at the wall. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



With her lips pursed, Apple Bloom walked into the hall. No noise from downstairs. “Hello?” she called. Shouldn’t Applejack be making breakfast by now? Unless she’d done that a while ago—Apple Bloom had no idea of the time—but the smell of pancakes and eggs should hang around all morning. She took a sniff and only found a trace of dust.



“Hello?” All out doing chores, she guessed. Maybe they’d decided she needed some alone time with Sweetie Belle. Maybe Applejack finally thought Apple Bloom deserved to find her own way on this one. Sweetie Belle was her friend, after all.



She got her cup from the bathroom and filled it from the faucet. Odd, though—she wasn’t really thirsty anymore. She should offer some to Sweetie Belle, though, so she took a few swallows for the heck of it, then topped off the cup and returned to her room.



“If you want a drink, just poke me or somethin’,” she said as she set the cup on her bedside table. With a long stretch, she let out a yawn. Funny, she thought she would have gotten enough sleep. She didn’t remember any dreams, though.



“I hope you don’t mind me talkin’ to you.” Sweetie Belle just wasn’t ready yet. No need to pressure her, force things. Just carry on, the same friends as before. Nothing needed to change until Sweetie Belle wanted it to. She patted her friend’s shoulder, but her hoof came away wet—Sweetie Belle’s sleeve and chest, all soaked from the drool leaking down her chin. “Oh, you’re gonna catch cold!”



Apple Bloom grabbed a couple of tissues and patted her dry as much as she could manage. “We really oughtta change that nightgown, but I don’t think you’re gonna let me.” Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



Frowning, Apple Bloom looked down at the floor. “Sorry. I’m real sorry, Sweetie Belle. I wish I knew what to do for you.” She opened her mouth to say more, but… Stupid! She’d just got through reasoning that she needed to keep everything the same, let Sweetie Belle come to her on her own terms, in her own time.



“I… Look, forget that. Say, what should we do to get our cutie marks today?” She flicked her eyes around the room, and they eventually settled on her bookshelf and the odd assortment of Bobtail Twins mystery books. She had to admit, she’d never thought of storytelling before. What would that mean for a career, though? Journalist? No, that sure hadn’t turned out very well. Teacher? News anchor?



Anyway. She pulled out her copy of The Bobtail Twins on the Pony Trail and climbed back into bed. So Sweetie Belle could see, she propped the book up on her belly, then turned to the first page and began reading out loud.



By the time she finished, her scratchy throat made her glad she’d brought that water in here. The room’s shadows had grown long again, and—the whole day gone already? And nopony had come to check on them?



Apple Bloom’s stomach growled again, but she didn’t actually want anything to eat. She just hugged Sweetie Belle, wiped the drool off her chin, and snuggled against her.








Dark. Apple Bloom jerked her head up, and it took her a moment to recognize her room in the faint moonlight. She lay back down, her ear against Sweetie Belle’s chest. That reassuring heartbeat, the steady rise and fall with each breath. On a whim, she turned her face up to Sweetie Belle’s and smiled.



Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



She really had to pee.



Same as before, but with the house all dark now, she wandered out to the hallway. No lights on, no sounds. No Granny Smith muttering about zap apples in her sleep, no buzzsaw snoring from Big Mac’s room, no click-click of Winona’s toenails from resettling her position next to Applejack’s bed.



Who was supposed to be looking after Sweetie Belle? Did they all think Apple Bloom had taken that on? She looked back over at the IV bag, and it seemed full enough. Maybe somepony did come in and change it. The other bag, too. What…?



Apple Bloom went around the bed and followed the tube coming out of it: down the pole, across the floor, back up under the quilt. She pulled the covers aside, and it disappeared into the bottom of Sweetie Belle’s nightgown—



Oh.



A catheter. Apple Bloom remembered seeing one when Granny Smith had her knee operation a couple years ago. It didn’t look full.



She flipped the covers back over Sweetie Belle. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to pry,” she said. And now that she thought about it, she didn’t really need to pee. What had made her think she did? Never mind.



Apple Bloom clambered onto the mattress and took her place next to her friend. “Try and get some sleep,” she said. Did she even sleep?



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



After wiping off Sweetie Belle’s chin again, Apple Bloom tucked her muzzle against Sweetie Belle’s cheek. How did she keep smelling so nice? Still that sweet, flowery scent, but Sweetie Belle hadn’t had a bath in a couple days at least. Not that Apple Bloom had seen, anyway.



One last time, she breathed it in. Then she closed her eyes.








Morning again. Apple Bloom lifted her head and took in Sweetie Belle’s face once more. Still blank. She pulled over the corner of the quilt and dabbed her friend’s chin and nightgown dry again, along with her own head, where she’d rested against Sweetie Belle’s cheek overnight.



For a minute more, she watched. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



Where was everypony? Giving her some private time with her sick—or injured, or whatever—friend was nice and all, but couldn’t they say hello once in a while? Bring her something to eat? Let her have a little contact with somepony who would actually talk back?



Why keep her here, why hadn’t Rarity come over? Apple Bloom held her hooves to her temples. It didn’t make sense!



What was wrong with Sweetie Belle anyway? All Applejack ever said was that “something happened.” The bruise on her cheek had darkened and spread in the last couple of days. Two days. Two whole days, and not a single soul cared to set hoof in the room and see to either one of them. Maybe while she slept, but this was getting ridiculous. Why avoid her like that?



“’Scuse me. I’ll be right back,” she muttered before flinging the door wide and stomping into the hallway. Down the stairs, into the kitchen. Empty. Nopony there. All the dishes, stacked neatly in the rack. Nopony doing chores, at least on the side of the farm she could see out the window. Barn door closed, no wagons or tools out. Had they all taken leave of their senses? Did she have to take care of Sweetie Belle all by herself?



She could if she had to, she noted, her face darkening. She’d proved already that she could be trusted to handle things alone. But it wasn’t exactly fair to spring this on her, unannounced, and with the health of one of her best friends at stake. How would she even change an IV? Where did they keep the spare bags?



Apple Bloom dug through the kitchen cabinets. Not in there. Not in the fridge. Maybe upstairs, in her closet. It’d make sense to keep them close to the patient.



Back upstairs she trotted, but… outside her door, she started shaking again, like she hadn’t done since that first day. She—she really had to take responsibility, didn’t she? Was this a test of some kind? By her family, Princess Celestia, Discord? It didn’t matter. Her friend was more important, unless she was part of it. But no way. Sweetie Belle wouldn’t do that, and nopony could keep it up for this long, anyway.



If she could only get Sweetie Belle feeling better, all this might be over. Everything could go back to normal.



Apple Bloom walked to the edge of her bed and rested her chin on the mattress. “I’m sorry, Sweetie Belle. I wish I could help, but I dont know how. Please talk to me.” Panic rose in her chest—she’d heard often enough from her sister not to let it get the best of her. But she’d already thought through every possible way to help, and nothing had worked! She’d left Sweetie Belle room to heal on her own, but she couldn’t even tell if things had improved one whit!



“Please!” she repeated, tears running down her cheeks. “I just need to know you’ll be okay. One word, just one! Please tell me what to do!”



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



If—if she had some kind of magic, maybe she… She could carry her to town, cast some… medical spell, make a difference! How could an earth pony—



What had Applejack said before? Long ago. Something about magic, that—that all ponies had it. Unicorns in their horns, pegasi in the sky and clouds, earth ponies in the soil and plants. And everything. There’s magic in everything, she’d said, if you know where to look for it.



What could she use? Some lucky charm, something that meant a lot to her? Her sister used to have that coin. She didn’t know what was so special about it, but Applejack had to give it up when all that mess with Tirek happened. What did Apple Bloom have like that? A twig from her first apple tree, her first junior rodeo ribbon… What else?



No, something special to Sweetie Belle, too. Something they shared. She took the photograph of her, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo off her dresser—the one with their first Cutie Mark Crusaders capes. Smiling so big, and all hugging each other.



She nestled in next to Sweetie Belle again and drew the picture to her chest. “Please, Sweetie Belle. Get better.” She squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could and strained until she thought her head might pop. She needed to believe. She had to.



And she did. She knew that when she opened her eyes again, she’d see Sweetie Belle’s face smiling down at her. They’d talk and talk and talk, and Sweetie Belle would tell her what happened, and Apple Bloom would hug her and say it was all okay, and then they’d all be best friends again. She cracked an eye open.



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



“Please, Sweetie Belle!” Apple Bloom whimpered. “It wasn’t s’posed to be like this…”



She looked up again, and—her heart leapt! There, in the corners of her eyes, tears!



Apple Bloom rushed to the door. “I see somethin’!” she yelled into the hall. “Sh-she’s cryin’!”



No answer. She ran to the bed again. The tears had only gotten worse, and Sweetie Belle still hadn’t budged a muscle. Why not?



Was she touched by Apple Bloom’s concern for her? Upset at what had happened to her? Happy that the worst had passed? Scared that—?



A shock ran down Apple Bloom’s back. Sweetie Belle had heard it all. She knew exactly what was going on. And she couldn’t…



Apple Bloom’s legs wobbled, and she sank to her haunches. How… how horrible! Sh-she couldn’t even think! Her whole body went numb.



What would Apple Bloom do in her place? Hang on and hope for the best? Give up? Secretly wish a friend might take pity on her and shove the pillow into her face until…?



She grimaced and shuddered, and… she thought she might be sick. She couldn’t. Even as much as she might think that in Sweetie Belle’s situation, she wouldn’t.



Apple Bloom climbed onto the bed again and held her face just inches from Sweetie Belle’s. “C’mon! Say something! Please…”



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink. More tears, and her nose started to run, but she didn’t make a move to stop it.



Even closer Apple Bloom pressed. “Fight! I know you can! I know you’re in there!” She held up the photograph, but those eyes didn’t focus on it. Could she even see it, or would it all be a blur? “I don’t want to lose you. I-I love you! I know I never say it, and it’s just understood between friends, but I do! I love you!”



She pulled another tissue from the box and wiped away the mix of drool, tears, and snot from her friend’s face. By then, it was too drenched to take up her own tears.



“C’mon!” she repeated, shaking Sweetie Belle’s shoulders, but her own voice rang in her ears, loud, but like a whisper. Metallic.



She stared into those unmoving eyes, her own reflected in them, and… she could barely keep hers from drifting shut. With each blink, she struggled more and more to get them open again. “Sweetie Belle,” she tried to say, but it came out only as a strangled gasp. Her legs, impossibly heavy, lay useless on the quilt, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Sweetie Belle’s face.



She… she had to move. That stare must be holding her in place—if she let her eyes stay shut, it wouldn’t keep her still.



Against the iron grip, she pushed. Sweat blended with tears, and lights danced inside her eyelids. Straining to break the lock until…



It all gave way, like the whole woodpile when the little wedge holding it up got knocked aside.



Apple Bloom sucked in a deep breath. And another. Her head bobbed with each new one, and throbbing pain—she gritted her teeth against it—but she could move. She could move.



After a moment spent enjoying the sensation of breathing, she opened her eyes. And blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



One thousand one, blink. Blink, blink.



She was propped upright in her bed, an IV running into her foreleg and a catheter tube trailing out from under the covers. She wiped the trickle of drool off her chin and looked around the room.



Near the door, Big Mac sat in a rocking chair, slumped over and snoring. Applejack and Winona lay on the floor next to him, with a blanket pulled over them. Scootaloo, snoozing under the open window by what Apple Bloom thought was Nurse Redheart’s house-call bag. And—



Warm breath, on her neck, and a scent of floral shampoo. She glanced down to see Sweetie Belle in a white flannel nightgown, fast asleep and nestled against her with a photograph of the Cutie Mark Crusaders clutched in her hooves. “Please, Apple Bloom,” she said in a breathy whisper. “Don’t wanna lose you. Love you, but… don’t say it enough.”



Apple Bloom gasped, and at the noise, Sweetie Belle’s eyelids fluttered open. That same photograph. The same one. Maybe there was magic in everything. “Good mornin’,” Apple Bloom said, her voice barely tinged with a giggle.



Sweetie Belle looked up and broke into an enormous grin.
      

      
   
      Just One More


      

      
      
         It starts off simply, as these things often do. It starts with an idea. An idea and a question. It only gets worse from there.



Twilight Sparkle leads an eventful life, as much as she wishes it were otherwise. She’d like nothing more than to spend her days curled up in her library with a cup of tea, passing the time in quiet study. Perhaps an occasional trip to the market or a picnic with her friends, but certainly no epic quests or standoffs with ancient evils.



But Twilight Sparkle leads an eventful life. Fate has decided it must fall to her to resolve millenium-old spats between alicorns and fight off would-be tyrants. Fate is a jerk.



The latest in a long string of such events was the recent battle against the self-stylized Lord Tirek, who sought to drain all ponies of their magic and rule Equestria. It was truly her greatest and most hard-fought accomplishment to date, but it had been a close thing. Victory only came when she and her friends discovered a new power derived from their friendship, and only after the explosive demise of her beloved library. Fate really was a jerk. Granted, she’d been declared the Princess of Friendship and given a crystal palace to live in, but there truly would be no more quiet days in the library for Twilight.



It’s been a hectic few days for Twilight, what with the aerial laser battle, settling in to her new role as ruler friendship, and all of the subsequent paperwork. It turns out that a giant crystalline tree castle growing in town violates some zoning regulations. It’s a good thing Twilight likes paperwork.



It’s during a break from said paperwork that the next trouble starts. An idea and a question. That’s what sets the whole chain of events in motion.



Twilight sits at her crystal table in her crystal study in her crystal castle filling out forms. She’s been at it for hours and decides it’s time for a snack. Princesses are allowed snacks when they want and not just at predesignated snack times, she decides. She stands up and stretches, working the kinks out of her joints. She sets out for the kitchen, which is a good deal farther away than it was in her old home, may it rest in peace.



Oh, that Tirek! His crimes against literature are completely unforgi- Twilight catches herself before the memory of her library and all of her books literally going up in smoke leads her thoughts in ways she’d rather they didn’t. Instead, she lets her mind wander.



What is point of an entirely crystal structure? Why have doors in every room if everypony can just see through them anyway? What was the exact composition of the crystal that allowed it to grow from the ground so rapidly? It warranted later testing. Would her book collection be safer here… once she built it back up, of course. She doubted even Tirek could detonate an entire castle such as this one, even with all his stolen power. Oh, now she was thinking of Tirek again.



Twilight arrives in the kitchen and looks over the refrigerator. This is one place where see-through doors are an advantage: see what’s in the fridge without having to open it. She continue to mull things over. Why did he have to absorb power from ponies? Why couldn’t Tirek have taken his power from something else? Oh, yes, perfect, some of the leftover cheesecake was still in there. She’ll have to fly a few extra laps around the castle later to work it off, but that will be fine. Wouldn’t want to get too “large”, after all.



Her mind made up, Twilight steps forward and grasps the refrigerator handle in her magic, pulls it open, ...and stops.



Why couldn’t Tirek have taken his power from something else?



The question repeats itself in her head. Why did Tirek only steal magic from ponies in particular? She knows it wasn’t because that was the only magic he could drain. He’d stolen Discord’s magic, after all. It wasn’t because that was the only source of magic to be found. Equestria is infused with the stuff. Magic is ingrained in every animal, tree, flower, rock, the very land itself. Even abstract concepts like love and friendship. There’s magic in everything.



So why did Tirek only absorb magic from ponies? The only answer Twilight can up with is that it was out of spite. Even abstaining from more magical creatures like ponies, someone who can siphon the essence from world around it could potentially become the most powerful being in the world, just from absorbing the ambient nature of the world around them. Someone or somepony. This thought terrifies her, both because of the realization that Tirek could have beaten her easily if he’d really wanted to, and because of the realization that she could do the same.



Tirek wasn’t the only one who’d absorbed the magic of others that day. Twilight had held the combined might of herself, Princess Cadence, Princess Luna, and Princess Celestia. True, she hadn’t actively drained them herself. They had bestowed their magic on her themselves; a gift and a responsibility. But proof it was possible all the same. Twilight was capable of absorbing, holding, and wielding foreign magic that day. And it felt good. Though, now that she thought about it, why hadn’t she grown larger like Tirek had when he absorbed magic? Regardless, if she could do it before, she can do it again.



Twilight’s mind races at the possibilities until a voice breaks her out of her reverie.



“Twilight, are you gonna stand there all day?” Spike asks from behind her. He’s sitting at the table eating the last slice of cheesecake. “I hope you didn’t want this. You were just kinda standing there looking at it, all spaced out. You didn’t say anything when I took it, so I figured it was okay, but now you’ve let all the cold air out of the fridge.”



Twilight doesn’t say anything as she dashes out of the room. She’s already gone by the time the refrigerator door slams shut.



“Okay! Nice talking to you!” Spike calls after her.



Twilight doesn’t stop until she’s in her new laboratory. She calls it her lab, but the only thing that really makes it so is the name. All of her testing equipment was regrettably lost with the library. It’s fortunate then, that this experiment requires no equipment; just her horn and a test subject. Why does the experiment need to be done in the lab, then, if there’s nothing in there? Because that’s where experimentation is done.



It should be a simple enough experiment. Find a subject and attempt to siphon off a portion of its magic. A subject...She looks around. Hmm, maybe an empty lab isn’t the best place for this after all. It’s hard to test when there’s nothing test on.



Not willing to waste any more precious time with walking, Twilight teleports herself outside. The castle sits near the edge of a lake and she finds herself amongst the reeds at the water’s edge. She gains her bearings and looks around. There are plenty of potential test subjects here, but what to choose?



Best to start small. Twilight reaches down with her magic a plucks a single blade of grass. Can’t get much smaller than that. She sits down on her haunches and places the grass in her forehoof. She concentrates on the grass and lights her horn, but she lets it fade when she realizes she isn’t sure what she should be doing. How does one siphon magic?



Twilight ponders on this for several minutes, feeling at the grass this way and that with her own magic. She thinks back to that day, the moment she accepted the magic from the other princesses. What did it feel like? Not a very scientific question, but this is rather unscientific territory she’s wandered into. It felt like… a tunnel. Like a bridge connecting the core of her very being to that of the others. It was a warm, comforting feeling, being so intimately connected with another, having somepony bear themself so completely that she could touch their very essence. It was nothing short of visceral.



Touching on that memory, Twilight is able to find that core within herself once again. That wasn’t so hard. It’s basically just her regular magic, except… slightly not. Reaching out with her magic, is something Twilight has a good deal of experience in, and reaching out from this new core of her being is hardly any different. She extends her essence to the blade of grass, engulfing it. She pokes around and into the grass, seeking something similar.



She’s about to give up when she finds it. Deep inside the grass, she finds the core of its magical essence. She actually touched on it several times, but it was so small, she overlooked it. But now that she’s found it, she reaches her own essence into the grass’s and experimentally connects the two. She feels the bridge form between them, a string of magic tied to both ends. Gently, she pulls on the string. All too suddenly, she feels a slight hiccup in her essence and the connection crumbles.



Twilight wonders what went wrong. Everything seemed to be going well. She reaches back into herself and instantly finds her essence. Now that she’s found it, she can call it up as easily as her magic. They’re two sides of the same coin anyway.



She reaches with her essence back into the grass. But this time, she can’t find the grass’ essence. She can vaguely feel where it was, but rather than the energy she’s expecting, it feels more like an empty, inert space. Did she…? She must have.



With that tentative first test, Twilight Sparkle successfully learned how to drain the magic and essence from another living thing. And it was so easy, she hadn’t even realized she’d done it at first. Granted, she only knew what to feel for from having experienced it herself on behalf of the princesses, but she deserved some credit, thank you very much.



So that’s it? That’s all there is to it? It hardly felt like anything. She can’t even feel a quantifiable change in her magic level. Further testing is necessary. The scientific method requires it.



So Twilight picks another blade of grass and tries again. She reaches into it, forms the thread between them, and pulls. This time she’s paying closer attention, and she definitely feels the slightly flutter in her magic in the moment she absorbs the grass’s magic.



She tries it again.



And again.



And yet again.



Eventually, Twilight has a pile of grass clippings she’s siphoned and the satisfaction that she knows what she’s doing. She takes the pile in her magic and inspects each blade. None look the worse for wear. No physical damage... other than having been plucked, of course. The only difference is the empty place where their essence used to reside.



Satisfied that absorbing the magic doesn’t actually harm the subject in any way, Twilight decides it’s time to move on to other subjects. No animals, of course. Wouldn’t want to risk hurting something that can think.



First up is a rock. Its core is slightly different than the grass’s but she finds it quickly enough and absorbs it. It has more essence than the grass, but it’s somehow less… essence-y. That description will never do when it comes time to record her observations. She’ll have to come up with a word for it later, but for now, it feels less “essence-y”. It’s probably due to being an inanimate object.



Next, Twilight moves on to the reeds by the lake. They’re much like the individual blades of grass, just with more magic in them. She starts out one at a time, before deciding to try two at once. That quickly leads to three, then four, then entire swaths of reeds. The magic essence she drains from a cluster of several dozen reeds is enough to make a noticeable shift in her own levels. This encourages her.



Next she tries the water of the lake. She assumes that it, being inanimate like the rock, will net less magic, but not so. The magic is fluid and alive with magic, if not in the traditional sense. Of course! Why didn’t she realize it sooner? Water has tremendous healing and life-giving power! All life depends on water! So obviously it would have great amounts of magic essense in it! She pokes her into essence into the water’s like a straw and drinks it up.



She moves on to entire trees. Their magic is even greater than all of the reeds. She can feel her magic growing with each tree she absorbs. Individually, they aren’t much. Barely a drop in her ocean. But there are so many drops. Each one, she tells herself, will be the last one.



But then there’s always another tree right next it and she tells herself, “Just one more.”



She doesn’t notice as the trees begin to look slightly smaller to her. Or that her horn juts out slightly farther in front of her.



    Faster and faster she goes, making her away around the edge of Ponyville, absorbing the magic of multiple trees at a time, clumps of them. She begins to notice huge spikes in the amount of magic she’s getting from each and belatedly realizes its from the assorted bird or squirrel or other critter that happens to be living in the trees she’s draining.



    She catches sight of one squirrel drop out of tree after being drained. It looks slightly dazed –from the fall, obviously– but otherwise unharmed. Twilight finds this encouraging. She begins actively seeking out these critters. One squirrel is worth twenty trees! Trees? THey look more like shrubs! And after each one, she tells herself, “Just one more.”



    Twilight continues making her way around the town –were the houses always this small?– draining the essence from whatever plants and small critters she sees. Funny how the critters are starting to look like small ponies. She moves about with speed and precision, and yet everything seems to be in a haze. She could swear she hears small voices calling to her. But that’s silly. Squirrels and chipmunks and little blue birds with rainbow plumage can’t talk. She drains them too. And after every one, she tells herself, “Just one more.”



    Oh, look at this. Some foal must have left a toy model of Ponyville out her in this field. Twilight doesn’t want to crush it, so she travels in the other direction. She sees a glimmering castle in the distance. Is that Canterlot? She decided she should go visit Princess Celestia and report on her extremely scientific findings. She gallops across the open field toward Canterlot, draining the land around her without even having to think about it.



Her progress is momentarily slowed when a pair of insects buzz in her face, one pink and one dark blue. Twilight swats at them. They sting her back. She has to see Princess Celestia. She drains the insects too.



And after she does, she thinks to herself, “Just one more.”
      

      
   
      A Light in the Dark


      

      
      
         Canterlot at night is a very peaceful place. There are a few lanterns lit along the roads to guide ponies to their homes, homes are lit only by the moonlight, and the castle has very few lights on in the windows.



This is especially true on the longest night of the year. In other towns, Nightmare Night is a cause for celebration, a chance for kids to stay up late and get free candy-- What’s not to love? But Canterlot is slightly different. Most of the adults there value their beauty sleep far too much to stay up and hand out ‘common carnival fare’.



It’s also the one night a year all of the servants in the castle get a night off. Only a few guards remain to keep everything secure, and there’s only one light left on in the castle. The candle that Celestia has next to her as she stays up on her balcony and watches the moon move across the sky.



“Princess?”



Celestia jolts a little from where she is sitting before turning around to see who is talking. “Twilight? Why are you still in the castle? It’s far past the time you should be home and asleep, isn’t it?” Celestia asks.



Twilight looks down at her front hooves with a blush, “I might have… fallen asleep in the library. Again,” she mumbles, ending in a near whisper.



Celestia chuckles and shakes her head, “Oh, Twilight, you really should stop doing that. What if you woke up and didn’t know where you were? The library is very large you know.”



“I know,” Twilight says, “That’s why I memorised the library’s layout! As long as I can find out which book row I’m in, I can find my way out easily!”



“The entire layout?” Twilight nods her head. “Well, that is very impressive, Twilight. But what about your parents? I’m sure they’re wondering where you are so late in the night.”



Twilight gasps, “Oh no! I didn't even think of that! I-I just-”



Celestia places a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder, stopping the panic attack before it can start. “It’s alright Twilight. I will send a message to your parents letting them know where you are right now,” she says, bringing a piece of parchment and a quill over to her. “But in the future, perhaps you should pay attention to the time when you’re reading. You wouldn't want them to worry too much, would you?”



Twilight shakes her head as the parchment disappears with a flash. “Thanks, Princess. Sorry for troubling you like that,” she says, looking down at her hooves again. “Oh! Why isn't there anypony in the castle tonight?” she asks, ears perked.



“Because I sent them all home for Nightmare Night.”



“Why would you send them home for Nightmare Night? I mean, it is a holiday, but doesn't the castle need ponies doing things?” Twilight asks, head tilted to one side.



Celestia was quiet for a moment. “That is true, but I think that tonight is a night to be with the ones you love, your friends and your family.”



“But what about you? Why were you up here alone? If you wanted to be with friends, you could just come to my place!” Twilight says, grinning at the princess.



Celestia smiles at Twilight, “Thank you for the offer, Twilight, but I would prefer to stay up here for tonight.”



“Why?”



Celestia looks up at the night sky, “There are some ponies that can’t find their way home on the longest night of the year. I like to stay here with my candle to give those ponies someone to go home to, for when they can’t get to their own.”



Twilight starts looking around her, and Celestia chuckles. “Not literally, Twilight. Come over here,” Celestia says, waving her hoof towards herself. When Twilight is next to her, she turns towards the railing and points. “What do you see out there, Twilight?”



Twilight looks a little confused, but turns towards the balcony anyway. After looking for a few seconds, she replies, “I can see Canterlot, I can see the gardens, and I think that’s my house over there.”



“What can you see about it right now?”



“There aren’t many ponies outside, but that’s probably because it’s nighttime. Um… it’s pretty bright with the moonlight, but not many houses have lights on. And… that’s it, really.”



“So if a pony were to look at Canterlot right now, what do you think they would see?”



“They would see the castle. But it would be very dark because none of the lights are on. Except for your candle, but that wouldn't really be visible from outside of Canterlot.”



“Well done, my student. Now watch this,” as Celestia finishes speaking, her horn lights up, and her coat begins to glow. “Now what do you think they would see?”



“They’d probably see a small speck of light. How are you doing that?”



“It’s a simple illumination spell on my coat. I might teach it to you tomorrow. But only if you promise not to use it to stay up late reading again, okay?” she asks Twilight, with the barest hint of a smirk on her face.



Twilight nods enthusiastically.



“Very well then. You said they would see a small speck of light, yes?” Celestia queries, getting a nod in response, “So when they look up at Canterlot, they’ll see that someone in the tallest part of the castle is still awake with them, that they might be looking down on them, making them feel safe.”



“Oh… I get it now. Like a lighthouse,” Twilight says, nodding sagely.



Celestia looks down at Twilight and chuckles. “Yes, I suppose it is like a lighthouse.”



They spend a few minutes in silence before Twilight asks, “What about the mare in the moon?”



Celestia freezes. She turns to Twilight and asks, “What about her?”



“Couldn't ponies look up in the sky and see the moon? If the mare in the moon is looking over them, wouldn't they feel safe then?”



Celestia sighs quietly, but Twilight is too busy looking at the moon to notice. “I suppose you’re right, Twilight. The mare in the moon does like to keep guard over the night. Always has...”



The next few minutes pass by without incident before Twilight once again breaks the silence.



“I really like how the stars look tonight, Princess.”



At this, Celestia smiles. “I’m afraid I can’t take full responsibility for that, Twilight.”



“What do you mean? Don’t you raise the moon and stars every night?” Twilight asks, turning towards the Princess as she does so.



“While that is true, Twilight, I am hardly the first pony to do so. The ones that came before me had a much better sense of how things should look. The way they could arrange the stars… It was magical, Twilight. I’ve left the stars the way they are for a very long time, because I don’t trust myself to be able to make something as beautiful as the night sky. Anyway, on the longest night of the year, I make the stars shine ever so slightly brighter, so that they can be given the glory that they deserve.”



Twilight smiles, then turns around to look at the night sky again. “I’ve always liked the stars, even before I got my cutie mark,” she remarks, before turning around and looking at her cutie mark. “The way they always… well, sparkled,” a chuckle from Celestia interrupts her for a moment, “it seemed so magical. Whenever I was having trouble with my magic, I would just think of the stars, and it would seem just that little bit easier. Almost as if they were lending me some of their magic.” Twilight blushes, “I’m sorry, Princess, that sounded silly…”



“Not at all, Twilight. In fact, I've heard something very similar from many different ponies over the years.”



“Really? Like who?”



“Well, let’s see… Ah, yes. Starswirl the Bearded.”



Twilight tilts her head to one side, “Who is Starswirl the Bearded?”



Celestia blinks. “I haven’t told you about Starswirl?” Twilight shakes her head. “Well, he was one of the greatest unicorns of his time, and the greatest tutor I could have had.”



Twilight gasps, “You mean he was the pony that taught you magic?” She asks, eyes widening at the thought.



“Indeed he was, Twilight. And although he was rather… eccentric, he could always help his students out. He would always call magic ‘a gift from the stars’, because of the way the aura around the horn sparkles. So hearing you say that you feel as though the stars are lending you their magic, it’s not the strangest thing in the world.”



“So there might be magic in the stars?”



“Perhaps. There’s magic in a lot of things, when you get right down to it.”



“What do you mean, Princess?”



“Well, take this illumination spell,” she starts, gesturing to her still-glowing coat, “this works with the magic that’s in each hair on my body and makes it give off a very small amount of light. Even the mountain that Canterlot is built on has its own magic. If it didn't, I don’t think Canterlot could have even been built here.”



“So there’s a bit of magic in everything?”



“Exactly right, Twilight. There’s a little spark of magic in everything. Even in some of the things you can’t see, like friendship.”



“Huh? But how can friendship have magic? Isn't friendship just a feeling?” Before Twilight can ask any more questions, there is a knock at the princess’s door.



Celestia dims her coat down to normal levels, and brings Twilight with her towards the door. “You may enter.”



The door opens, revealing a guard and Twilight’s parents. “Your Majesty, Twilight Velvet and Night Light here say that they received a message from you.”



Celestia nods, “Very good. Twilight Sparkle?” Her young pupil looks up at Celestia. “Run along now. And don’t forget, stop reading so late. It’s not good for your health.”



As Twilight’s family is escorted by the guard back home, Celestia returns to the balcony, her coat shining brightly out into the darkness. She looks up at the moon and sighs. “One day, my student, I hope you learn about the magic of friendship. For both of our sakes…”



---



“The stars shall aid in her escape. That was the line, from that story, am I correct, sister?”



Celestia perks her ears at the sound of her sister’s voice. “Yes it was, Luna. Why do you ask?”



The princess of the night walks up to a softly glowing Celestia on her balcony. “I was talking with young Twilight tonight at the Nightmare Night festival in Ponyville and she remarked upon my stars. She asked me if I knew of any magic that resided in them. I asked her where she got such an idea, and she said that she remembered a talk she had with you long ago. How our mentor called magic ‘a gift from the stars’. She wished to know of any truth that might have been in that statement.”



Celestia blinks, surprised. “I’m surprised she remembers that. What of it?”



“She said that she felt that the stars aiding in my escape meant that the stars leant their magic towards the Nightmare to allow her to escape from her prison. At first, I agreed, but now, I’m not so sure.”



“How so, sister?”



“Her cutie mark. A star burst, representing magic, yes?” Receiving a nod from Celestia, she continues. “She told me that she felt a spark when she realised what the Elements were, not unlike those she received as a child when she felt as though the stars were lending her magic. I soon forgot that part due to a timely interruption from the screaming foals brigade, but it stuck with me on my way here. What if the stars lent their magic to Twilight, to free me from the nightmare? What if the stars aided in my escape?”



Celestia was silent for a moment, then replied, “When I first received that prophecy, a few days after you… left,” she sighed, “I thought much the same as you. the stars would aid in the Nightmare’s escape. But when I met Twilight for the first time, I felt something. A spark that I hadn't felt since using the elements with you against Discord. I then took her under my wing and taught her magic, to try and find out what it meant. Sure enough, a few days later, she was having trouble with her magic. I was about to lend her a helping hoof, but then I felt the spark again. Her cutie mark seemed to sparkle for just a moment, and then her magic started flowing. I don’t know whether you are correct, but I think it might be possible.”



“Perhaps it is just one of those things ponies were not meant to know, Tia.”



“Perhaps it is.”



As the royal sisters stare off into the night, the stars seem to shimmer brighter for just a moment, keeping watch over all of Equestria. A million small sparks of magic, lighting up the darkness.
      

      
   
      Dawn


      

      
      
         “Sister, why are you awake? It is quite early.”

 

Celestia pulled her eyes away from the Moon hanging low in the sky, glancing back over her shoulder towards the small filly behind her. “I am sorry, Luna; I did not mean to wake you.”

 

Luna yawned, the small unicorn rubbing at her eye with the back of her hoof before she trotted forward. “You did not. I awoke, and you were gone.”

 

“Is that so?” Celestia smiled down at her little sister. “Well, mayhaps you should return to bed.”

 

“I am not tired.” Luna yawned again, before shaking her head, glancing up at Celestia, then at the sky, tilting her head. “What hath captured your gaze?”

 

Celestia laughed quietly. “The Moon, dear sister.”

 

“The Moon?” Luna glanced from Celestia to the orb hanging low in the sky before her eyes widened. “Are you going to lower it? May I watch?”

 

“Yes, once the others have awakened.”

 

Luna scowled. “Must we wait?”

 

Celestia shook her head. “It takes many unicorns to lower the Moon and raise the Sun. I cannot do it on mine own. This is the first time they have even allowed my aid.”

 

“Why not? You are the best at magic!”

 

“Oh?” Celestia chuckled. “And who told you that?”

 

“Miss Coruscate!”

 

“I see.” Celestia reached down to set a hoof over her sister’s shoulders, leaning down to whisper into her ear. “Well, do not tell anypony, but when we last spoke, she said you were a better student than I.”

 

Luna’s ears perked up. “Truly?”

 

“Would I lie?”

 

The little filly wrinkled her snout. “If you thought it was funny.”

 

“Mayhaps.” Celestia straightened up, her hoof moving to tussle her sister’s mane. “But I do not lie today.”

 

Luna grumbled, squirming away before lifting her hoof to smooth out her mane. “Humph.”

 

“You’re smiling.”

 

“I am not,” Luna protested, stamping her hoof even as her face gave her the lie.

 

“Then you are not, then. You would not like about such a thing.” Celestia pulled her eyes away from her sister, staring back up into the sky as the sound of crickets filled the space between them. A cool breeze blew over the hills, the grass rippling in the pale moonlight as the white orb above slowly sank towards the horizon.

 

“Why are ponies so rude?”

 

Celestia blinked, tearing her eyes away from the Moon. “Have the other students been troubling you, Luna?”

 

“None of the students say you. It is always thee and thou and thine,” Luna huffed. “They sometimes thou the teacher!”

 

Celestia laughed. “I do not think they understand how rude that can be.”

 

“But you are always polite! Even when the Circle thous you, you always say you!”

 

Celestia’s smile faded. “It is not wise to speak of them as rude.”

 

“But they are!”

 

Celestia nodded her head. “This is true. They have little respect for those they consider their lessers.”

 

“That is everyone, according to them.”

 

“Indeed.”

 

Luna looked up at her sister. “You did not laugh.”

 

“It is not funny.”

 

Luna’s snout crinkled up again as she scowled. “No, it is not. They are mean!”

 

Celestia sighed. “They are not all mean, and they mean well. They are simply jealous of their power and their ways.”

 

“Who died and left them in charge anyway?”

 

“Princess Platinum.”

 

Luna cast her hoof over her face. “You know what I mean.”

 

“I do.” Celestia shook her head. “It is not so simple. They are entrusted with the raising of the Sun and the Moon, and the course of the bodies through the heavens. It is difficult to say no to one who can throw you into eternal night.”

 

“Well, they should.”

 

“Mayhaps they should. Mayhaps they shouldn’t. You need not confront everypony who does not like you.”

 

A bird chirped somewhere as the pair sat in the darkness, Luna pawing at the ground with her hoof, glaring down at the grass as the older pony gazed serenely up at the stars.

 

“Why do they not call you ‘you’, sister?”

 

“Because I am not yet one of them.”

 

Luna shook her head. “They call Master Stone you!”

 

“He is a philosopher.”

 

Luna stamped her hoof. “But he isn’t one of them!”

 

“Be that as it may—”

 

“Nopony calls you ‘you’!”

 

“Sister…”

 

“No!” Luna paced. “They are all rude. You should thou them!”

 

“That would not make them any more polite, sister.”

 

“Then they would know how it feels!”

 

“Then they would believe they are right.”

 

Luna pouted. “It isn’t fair!”

 

“I know,” Celestia said softly, stepping over to wrap her leg around her sister’s shoulders to pull her into a hug, the smaller pony tucking her face up into Celestia’s chest.

 

 “It is because you don’t have a mark, isn’t it?”

 

Celestia glanced back at her flank, her white coat smooth and unblemished “Sister…”

 

“It is true!”

 

Celestia sighed. “Who told you that?”

 

Luna stiffened. “Who told me?” Luna shook her head. “Everypony told me! They told me you are not special because you have no mark. That you have no destiny!”

 

Celestia laughed.

 

“You think this is funny, sister?” Luna scowled, pushing out of the hug before whirling around to face her sister.

 

“Nay.”

 

“Then why do you laugh?”

 

“Because, Luna, it is better than to cry.”

 

Luna’s eyes fell as she began to awkwardly shift from hoof to hoof. “Why do you never speak of it, sister?”

 

“Because most ponies do not understand.”

 

“I do not understand.”

 

Celestia lifted her head towards the sky. “Tell me, sister, what is the mark of Master Helianthus?”

 

“A sunflower.”

 

“And why does he have that mark?”

 

Luna snorted. “Because he helps raise the sun.”

 

“Does he now?” Celestia looked down at her sister. “Are you so certain?”

 

The filly looked away, biting her lip. “I am supposed to say no.”

 

Celestia chuckled. “He trained me in the ways of the heavens, as he had trained many others before.”

 

Luna tilted her head, then blinked. “Oh! It is to teach others to raise the Sun!”

 

“And if I told you he has a garden behind his house that is full of sunflowers?”

 

Luna frowned. “You think his destiny is to grow sunflowers?”

 

“I do not think we have a destiny, Luna.”

 

“What?” Luna furrowed her brow. “But, the mark of one’s destiny— “

 

“And what if a pony did not like their destiny? What if Master Helianthus did not wish to be a gardener?”

 

“You can’t escape destiny, sister. They teach you that in school.”

 

“Not everything they say in school is true, Luna,” Celestia said softly. “Some unicorns claim that earth ponies are naught but unicorns who married donkeys, long ago, and that pegasi are the same, save with griffins, and that neither line is pure. Do you believe that to be true?”

 

“Uhm…” Luna scratched her hoof at the grass.

 

Celestia placed a hoof on her sister’s withers. “Did you know that the earth ponies say the same thing about unicorns?”

 

“They say we are half-donkey?”

 

“Nay, half caribou.”

 

Luna squinted her eyes. “We do not look like caribou.”

 

“Indeed. Nor do pegasi look like griffins, nor earth ponies donkeys. Just because they have wings, or lack horns, does not mean they are not ponies.”

 

“So? Old ponies are stupid.” Luna shook her head. “That does not mean that there is no such thing as destiny!”

 

“Do you think it is your destiny to do your homework?”

 

Luna recoiled slightly. “I do not understand.”

 

“You have no mark, same as I. So why is it that you do your homework? Must you? What if it is not your destiny?”

 

“You would yell at me if I did not do my homework.”

 

Celestia chuckled. “I would scold you, yes, but is that destiny? Or is that because I love you, and want you to do well?”

 

Luna tilted her head away from her older sister, drawing a giggle from the larger pony.

 

“Do you think it is destiny that you are here, now, and not asleep in your bed?”

 

“Maybe.”

 

Celestia leaned down towards her sister, kneeling to look her in the eye. “Do you truly? Do you think you have no choice?”

 

Luna shrugged. “Nay, but...”

 

“But?”

 

Luna sighed. “Nay. You are right, sister.” She paused, biting her lip. “But, does that not mean that not every pony is special? Miss Coruscate said that when everypony finds the magic that makes them special, their mark of destiny appears!”

 

“Do you truly believe everypony is special?”

 

Luna staggered. “Sister, surely you do not mean that!”

 

“I do.”

 

“That is… abom… abomin…”

 

“Abominable?”

 

“Yes! Why do you say this, sister?”

 

“Because it is true.” Celestia rose, her gaze returning to the moon as a cool breeze swept over the hilltop, her mane rippling behind her in the darkness. “Do you believe everypony on the council is as special as Clover the Clever, or Star Swirl the Bearded, or Princess Platnium?”

 

“No! Of course not!”

 

“Do you believe that everypony in Canterlot is as special as the members of the Circle?”

 

“Many of them are!”

 

Celestia nodded. “Yes, I agree. But are all of them? Are there not ponies who are less special than the Circle?”

 

Luna set her mouth in a line, the small filly pacing back and forth a few times before sighing loudly. “Mayhaps, sister. But…”

 

“And why are they less special?”

 

Luna blinked. “Why?”

 

“Do you believe it is because they got a flower on their flank, and not a star, that they cannot move the Sun or the Moon? Do you think that they are not special because it is their destiny?”

 

“But Master Helianthus has a flower on his flank and is part of the Circle!”

 

“Yes. But that is not because he has a flower on his flank. He is a member of the Circle because he worked hard to achieve what he desired. He could have said that it was his destiny to grow sunflowers, but he did not.”

 

“I do not understand.”

 

“How many of your classmates have their marks?”

 

Luna sat back, lifting a hoof and staring down at it for a moment. “Six?”

 

“Did any of them stop doing things after they got their mark?”

 

“Uhm… well, Glint does not bring cake anymore.”

 

“Forgive me, I do not know your classmates well. What is his mark?”

 

“A crown.”

 

Celestia nodded her head. “Why do you think he stopped bringing cake?”

 

“Uhm… well, Gleam asked him why, and he said that he need not spend time making cake, because it was his destiny to tell others what to do.”

 

“Was his cake good?”

 

“Of course it was good, sister. It was cake.”

 

“So he chose not to do something he could, because his mark was not a cake?”

 

Luna frowned.

 

“You see, Luna,” Celestia said, sighing, “It is not your mark that makes you special. It is you who makes your mark. He could have chosen to say that his mark meant he could be king of the bakers.”

 

Luna snorted.

 

“You may laugh, but I have heard very silly stories about such things. I have asked many ponies, and many ponies forget that it is they who choose what their mark means. Fewer still remember that they may do other things besides, even without pretending that it is their destiny; they may do such things, but if they think of it, they may not.” Celestia lifted her hoof, pointing it up at the Moon that nearly touched the horizon. “If Glint chose, he may have worked to join the Circle and lead it. He could have chosen many things. But he will never touch the Moon, because he believes it is not his destiny to do so.”

 

The smaller unicorn sat down, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “I understand. But… that does not explain why you do not have your mark.”

 

Celestia shook her head. “It is the pony that makes the mark. What is it that makes me special?”

 

“Of course you’re special!” Luna jumped to her hooves. “You are smart, you are the best at magic, you know all these things-“

 

“But many ponies are smart, and good at magic, and know many things. What is it that makes myself a special pony?”

 

“Everything!”

 

Celestia laughed. “I do not believe everything would fit on my flank.”

 

“Maybe it would be that funny sideways eight?”

 

“I do not think other ponies would appreciate that much,” Celestia said, though she still smiled.

 

“They would stop thouing you, at least.”

 

“At least.” Celestia bobbed her head, glancing up towards the horizon. “It is nearly time to meet the Circle.”

 

“May I come?”

 

Celestia paused, tilting her head. “The others may not appreciate your presence…” Her eyes fell down upon her sister. “But you are right. They are very rude. Mayhaps a little rudeness of my own would not hurt.” Her eyes twinkled. “Come.”

 

Luna bounced on her hooves, trotting alongside her older sister as Celestia’s long legs took one step for every three the younger unicorn required.

 

“How do you raise the sun?”

 

“It is a special spell which requires a great deal of magic; that is why so many unicorns are needed.”

 

“Can you not do it on your own?”

 

Celestia shook her head. “I do not think so. Do you truly think I am so strong in magic that I can do that which tires the entire Circle?”

 

“Yes.”

 

The older unicorn laughed. “I am glad for your vote of confidence. I am merely hoping that I do not disrupt the Circle when I join them.”

 

“Can you show me how?”

 

Celestia stopped, the filly trotting on ahead before turning around.

 

“Sister?”

 

“I suppose I could,” Celestia said slowly. “But only if you promise not to try it on your own.”

 

Luna looked up at her older sister with wide, innocent eyes. “I promise.”

 

Celestia chuckled. “I hope you keep your word. I do not think the Circle would be happy if my sister misplaced the Sun.”

 

“I won’t!”

 

“And you will not tell your friends?”

 

Luna nodded her head.

 

Celestia looked back and forth conspiratorially before laughing quietly. “Very well. The spell is not so difficult to understand, simply to power. That is why the Circle does not wish to speak of it; should enough capable unicorns group together, anyone could raise the Sun and lower the Moon. They do not want ponies to move the Sun just to give them shade.”

 

Luna laughed quietly.

 

“You laugh, sister. It is said that Star Swirl the Bearded once moved the sun by a minute because the sun was in his eye.”

 

“So how does one cast the spell?”

 

Celestia smiled. “The first step is to reach out to the heavens.” Celestia tipped her head back, her horn gleaming with the light of the sun as she gazed up into the sky. “It is said to be difficult, but… I have never had trouble feeling the Sun.” She frowned slightly, narrowing her eyes. “The Moon is… harder.”

 

“Why is that, sister?”

 

Celestia shook her head slightly, her horn still glowing. “I do not know. But…” her eyes widened slightly. “There.”

 

Luna looked from her sister to the Moon, then back. “I see nothing.”

 

Celestia nodded her head. “You cannot. But I can feel them. It is… very unlike lifting a rock.”

 

“Can you move them?”

 

Celestia glanced at Luna, then back at the Moon. “I should not.”

 

“Please? Just a little?”

 

Celestia licked her lips. “They would be most unpleased if I was too tired to help them when we gather.”

 

Luna sighed, hanging her head. “But I wanted to see. You said Star Swirl moved it.”

 

“I…”

 

“I think you’re way better than Star Swirl!”

 

Celestia laughed. “Alright. Just… let me…”

 

The unicorn closed her eyes, lowering her head slightly as the golden light intensified around her. “They... want to move… all we must do… is shift them… like…”

 

Luna gasped. “The Moon! It moved!”

 

“It… is not so hard… once you touch it…”

 

Luna bounced up and down on her hooves. “You are moving it! It is almost gone!” She kept bouncing up and down for several more seconds before bending her knees as she landed, looking back at Celestia. “Sister?”

 

The older unicorn’s eyes were clenched shut as blazing golden light shone from her horn, illuminating the entire hillside. Sweat shone on her coat from the effort as her legs shook, but, somehow, the light only seemed to get brighter as Luna watched.

 

“Sister?” Luna glanced back over her shoulder at the now-empty sky behind her. “You have set the Moon. That is enough.” She paused. “Sister?”

 

The light only continued to grow brighter, almost enveloping Celestia, burning bright light bursting out from behind her forcing Luna to raise a hoof to shield her eyes.

 

“Sister!” she shouted, but to no avail; Celestia said nothing, legs trembling, muttering to herself.

 

“And… you can pull… the Sun…”

 

“Celestia!” Luna grabbed onto the larger unicorn’s leg. She yelped as Celestia’s knees gave out, the filly’s horn lighting up as Celestia fell, only narrowly keeping her upright, but the light did not fade.

 

“Sister, you can stop!” she shouted.

 

“I… have…” came the breathless reply.

 

“No, you have not! You…” Luna blinked, backing up. Her sister’s horn did not glow, her body did not shine with powerful magic. “You… have?”

 

Celestia nodded her head slowly. “I have.”

 

“Then, where…” Luna’s mouth fell open.

 

“Indeed, sister.” Celestia slowly pushed herself back up to her hooves.

 

“You raised the Sun!” Luna’s shout made Celestia wince slightly, but the larger unicorn’s grin never faltered.

 

 “It is… easier than I thought,” Celestia said, catching her breath. “But I do not think the Circle is nearly so tired once they are finished.”

 

Luna ran in circles around her older sister, shouting and laughing, while Celestia peered off towards the hillside below, where the other unicorns had gathered, the Circle milling about in their robes in confusion.

 

“I must apologize.”

 

“For what?” Luna stopped.

 

“For raising the Sun without them.”

 

Luna grinned. “Mayhaps they will call you ‘you’.”

 

“Mayhaps.” Celestia began walking again, slowly making her way down the hillside, before another gasp from her sister stopped her. “What is it, Luna?”

 

“Your mark!”

 

Celestia blinked, then gazed back upon herself; where once naught but white coat had stood, now blazed a golden sun, radiant as the brightest star in the sky.

 

“Do you still not believe in destiny?” Luna said all too cheerfully.

 

It was Celestia’s turn to cast her hoof over her eyes.
      

      
   
      Friendship is not Magic.


      

      
      
         	“Twilight?”



	She glanced backed, wings folded tight to her sides in an effort to keep the winds from blowing them both off the mountain, and the thickest cloth she could find wrapped tight about everything but her goggle-covered eyes. Spike’s lips, quivering and blue, were pulled tight as he wrapped himself in another blanket from her saddlebags and continued trudging beside her. He’d never needed as much warmth as her, but this storm was pushing even his limits.



	“What is it, Spike?” she asked.



	“Are you sure you want to do this?”



	“If the legends are true, this dragon was amongst the first to ever exist. It’s said to have been old before the Three Kingdoms even existed. Can you even imagine what it could tell us about?”



	Spike shivered. “Yeah. Sure.”



	Twilight stopped then, leaning against the mountain as the cold winds gusted about them, driving the snow and ice deep into their very bones. Spike wouldn’t meet her eyes, staring off someplace far away beyond her sight. His lips had drawn even thinner, pulled so tight as to almost disappear from his face entirely.



	“Spike?” she asked.



	“Yeah?”



	“What are you thinking about?”



	He sighed. “Nothing.”



	“C’mon, Spike, don’t you blow that hot air at me. I know what you look like when you’re thinking about nothing. This isn’t nothing. Now, what are you thinking about?”



	“It’s just… I don’t know how to feel about this.”



	“How about excited?” Twilight asked with a smile, undaunted by the next blast of icy wind as she continued trudging her way up the mountain. “Who knows, he might be a great ancestor of yours.”



	“That isn’t it.”



	Twilight would have raised an eyebrow, but another gust forced her eyes shut, squeezing hard against the slivers of ice threatening to drive themselves out the back of her head until she finally pulled her goggles back down. She really should have stayed at camp until this had blown over. However, the guides had been very clear: once the snow came, there would be nothing short of an earth-shattering amount of magic that would clear it for almost an entire year. And she didn’t have that sort of time. So she trudged on, pressing against the wind like a brick wall as Spike drew the blankets even tighter.



	“Dragons don’t do a lot of magic, Twilight,” he said. “We’re generally terrible at it. Pony magic takes too much time, too much effort, so those dragons who do know pony magic don’t share that secret lightly. Or cheaply.” He shifted a bit, and when she looked back, he was staring straight at her. And she saw the haunting alienness in them, glimmering in the deepest part of those green eyes. Parts she’d never know the truth of as long as she lived. “And this is a first dragon, Twilight. They’re the myths that myths talk about and you’re planning on just walking up to one?”



	Twilight felt a shiver run up her spine, even though she was broiling under all the jackets and scarves she’d wrapped herself in. She turned back to the path. One hoof in front of the other. Left, right, left, right, left, right.



	“If I had any other choice, I wouldn’t have come,” she said.



	Spike chuckled. “Now who’s blowing hot air?” Twilight grinned again.



	After about a hundred more feet, she made her first mistake. One hoof landed on a loosely packed section of snow, placed a hair too close to the ledge, and she felt herself tumbling over. She screamed, scrabbling backwards, but her thickly padded legs might as well have been submerged in soggy concrete.



	Then she felt a sharp yank on her tail, and she was slammed back into the mountainside. When her eyes had refocused, she saw Spike, clinging tight to the wall like some strange gecko, his claws having torn through the rock like old tree bark, one hand still tightly entwined in her tail.



	“Are you okay, Twilight?” he asked. His chest was heaving, his limbs quaking, but his eyes hadn’t changed. They were still alien, still hauntingly deep and unfathomable.



	Still draconic.



	Twilight suddenly felt every scrape, every bruise, and the thought of another step sent her stomach in backflips. Her body screamed for her to stop, to just lie down and wait until spring. To wait until it was warm again, so she could walk back down the mountain. Back to her friends and family and everyone else who were likely worried sick as to where she’d gone.



	But she couldn’t go back. Not like this. So, with a shuddering breath, she pushed down the aches, and stood on shaking legs. She swallowed once, then twice, to calm them. When she’d finally found that little nub of strength inside her, nestled in a warm spot right between her lungs, she looked back at Spike, still huddled tight to the mountain wall and clutching her tail tightly.



	“I’m fine,” she said. “Thanks, Spike.”



	Then the mountain shuddered. And then it roared.



	“Avalanche!” Twilight screamed.



	Spike yanked her again, but this time, instead of just slamming her into the wall, he pinned her to it, bracing his feet and pushing with all his strength as though he meant to shove her clear to the other side of the mountain. The wall of snow was fast approaching them. She could see its vanguard of cold, eternal sleep approaching, and felt strangely calm in that moment.

Spike would never hold. It was five tons of snow against a ten pound ball of scales and muscle. Even the most rudimentary math said he couldn’t keep them there against that much weight.



	“Cover your eyes, Twilight,” Spike growled.



	“Spike… ”



	“Now!”



	But the avalanche was already on top of them. An ocean’s worth of ice and snow, crashing down and barely a hair’s breadth from her face.



	Spike roared. Loud and shrill, he roared like he never had before, flames pouring from his jaws in an emerald river that blasted into the fury of nature and matched it. Everything before his breath vaporized instantly, steam and boiling water crashing into them hard like a sauna in a hose. If it hadn’t been for her layers of coats, Twilight might have been cooked alive, instead she struggled to breath as wetted cloth clung to her in increasingly uncomfortable warm suffocation. Her goggles fogged, only to be blasted off her nose a minute later by a torrent of water, forcing her to bury her face in Spike’s scales, unless she wanted to find her face scalded clean off her skull.



	The seconds crawled by. She could hear Spike’s heart straining, fluttering as his lungs popped and crackled with lost breath. If he stopped now though, they’d just have delayed the inevitable. A minute passed and he was still going. His legs were shaking, but he kept her pressed against the wall, locking his knees as she heard something in his chest tear. Tears streamed down her face, lost amidst the raging flood about them.



	And, as soon as it had come, the snow was gone. The wind again smashed against them both, and Spike fell with a sad little thud, gasping and heaving and retching as he tried to force air back into his lungs.



	Twilight fell beside him, grabbing him in her forelegs and holding him close as he continued to gag and dry-heave, eyes distant and unfocused. Now the tears froze on her cheeks, but she didn’t care. She simply let them slide and build in frozen icicles along her lashes as she held him in stiffening limbs, soggy clothes slowly solidifying into one whole mass of ice and cotton. The cold that had been nibbling at her before now had her tight in its jaws, sinking fangs into her every inch and slowly but surely sucking the life from her as one might drain a sponge.



	The avalanche hadn’t crushed them. But that didn’t mean it was going to let them escape either. 



	“Twilight… ” Spike gasped.



	“I’m here, Spike,” she whispered.



	“I’m sorry, Twilight. I… I tried… ”



	“You tried, Spike.” Twilight squeezed him. Gently. “Thank you. You tried so hard.”



The darkness crept upon them. Night was falling. Soon, the temperatures would too.



	“I love you, Spike,” she said as the sun finally sank below the invisible horizon.



	Spike coughed. Something warm splattered against her chest. She didn’t dare look to find out what it was.



	“I love you too, Twilight,” he croaked.

 

***


 

	She felt warm and dry and content.



	She also felt naked.



	Twilight awoke with a start, and found herself sitting on what must have been the most beautiful bed ever made in a shockingly well-lit cave. Rich blue and green satins draped about her in a sheer canopy like waterfalls, which she pushed aside as she struggled out of the layer upon layer of thin purple sheets she’d been laid under. As she stood, she saw her clothes lying to one side of the massive stone, folded neatly and perfectly dry. On the other side of the room was Spike, in a bed not dissimilar from hers, snoring soundly.



	She walked towards his bed, the clop of her hooves echoing about the chamber as she strode across the warm stone floor of the cavern. The closer she drew, the warmer the room. The air grew thick, and she could feel herself growing dizzy. But she pressed on. The glow of the room was stronger on this side, not caused by the numerous balls of light that were draped tastefully upon the walls of their chamber amongst rows upon rows of stalagmites and stalactites, but by the river of molten magma passing not three feet from the foot of Spike’s bed, bubbling and simmering quietly, an occasional waft of fumes coming to strike her in the forehead with the oddest scent of freshly cut grass.



	As she drew beside his bedside, the faintest hint of a smile found its way to her lips. He’d curled up and was sucking his thumb. He’d said he’d given that up decades ago, not long after Applebloom had gone off to highschool, but she knew he still indulged in it if he felt he could get away with it. She reached out a hoof to bush against his cheek.



“Leave him be a while longer, child.”



Twilight whirled about. No-one was there. “Who are you?” she asked.



	“Oh, I have not had a name for a long time, young child of the stars, though the one that was once mine was indeed quite beautiful. Talked of meadows, I believe, with a thin stream beneath the boughs of a lovers’ willow. Two souls uniting as one with green tears draping about their faces. Skittering mice and crying eagles, dancing in the everlasting cycle as a snake swims from bank to bank, a river of scales across a river of time. Cries of laughter and unbearable agony. A fallen giant, its shade now given way to cold steel and rocks and fumes. Two broken hearts drifting apart within the toxic haze. Shuffling laborers and shrieking whistles, marching through the endless toil as the vermin crawl across the streets, a harbinger of filth upon a path of decay.



	Yes, that was my name. And many were the times it was called out in laughter and in anger. In blessings and in curses. But my name is not why you came. My name will not bring back that which you have lost.”



	Twilight frowned, but did not argue the point. The shattered mass jutting from her forehead was proof enough of why she’d come.



	“Ferros… ” Twilight whispered. Her host did not reply. “That is one of your names, correct? Ferros of the Iron Mountain.”



	“It is not quite as lovely as most of my other names, but yes, I have answered to that on occasion as well, star child.”



	“Can you fix it?”



	“I think a broken horn is not beyond your kind’s abilities to fix, correct? Many is the horn I’ve seen grown back, if not by the owner then by a friend of the owner.”



	Twilight shook her head, tears again forming in the corners of her eyes. “It… it won’t grow back. I’ve tried everything. Medical science, potions and tinctures, incantations and cantrips, everything. Nothing ever stays. They all just fade away or simply fail to work at all or end in disaster.”



	“How was it lost?”



	“I was fighting someone.”



	“One of your own?”



	Twilight snorted. “No, some creature from Tartarus, summoned up by whatever newest villain of the week was. I never learned her name, and I never learned its species. Just that I couldn’t put a dent in it. It came, hit me once, and I lost my horn. The girls never even got a shot off. They barely managed to drag me away before Luna and Celestia banished it.”



	“And what did this creature do, at the moment of your loss?”



	“It… it said something.”



	Ferros was silent for a moment. Twilight did not feel the need to interrupt. The silence continued to grow larger and larger, until the whole room was filled with its choking presence. “What was said, child?” he asked.



	Twilight didn’t answer.



	“What was said?” Ferros asked again.



	Twilight still didn’t answer.



	Ferros sighed. “Hurts unshared do not lessen the pain, child. They extend it, stretching thin across the years until they either fade away or smother you. Do not hide your wounds. They will only fester and consume you.”



	Twilight looked down at her hooves. The first drop landed by her right hoof, followed swiftly by a second, then a third. “Everything,” she sobbed. “Everything it could have said, it did. That I was weak. That I didn’t understand the first thing about magic. And that I didn’t deserve to wield it.” Before she knew it she was screaming. “Why?! We beat it, so why can’t I stop feeling like this?! Why does it still hurt so much?!”



	“Because it was right.”



	She felt her heart leap into her throat. Her stomach followed swiftly after it. It took her almost a minute to gulp them both back down. She felt like her eyes were on fire, her temples throbbing dully as an ache crept across her chest like a spreading pool of ink across a page. She closed her eyes, biting her lip to keep herself from slumping to the floor and simply passing out.



	“So,” she hissed, trembling as she stared down at her hooves. “That’s it, is it? I almost lost Spike today to prove it was all pointless.”



	“I never said that.”



	“Yes you did!” she shrieked, stomping a hoof. “You just said that!”



	“I said it was right. Never that your journey was pointless.”



	“It’s the same thing!”



	“Really? How so?”



	Twilight caught herself speechless yet again, her tongue tripping over itself in an effort to simultaneously scream, throw out insults, and growl in frustration. She settled for settling on her haunches, cradling her aching skull in her forehooves as she settled for breathing deeply. Anything to keep her heart from exploding.



	“Fine. I’ll humor you. What do you mean when you say that?”



	“Exactly what I said.”



	“Is this conversation going anywhere, or are we just running circles now?”



	“Will you continue asking questions with obvious answers?”



	Twilight allowed the silence to grow again. Of all the thoughts tumbling through her head in a mad dash about her skull, she finally picked one, lingering towards the back of the pack behind all the arguments and accusations vying for her mouth.



	“So, if what it said is true,” she whispered. “What’s the point?”



	“Yet again, the only answer is the one you’ve already found.”



	Twilight glanced up, gazing into the darkened depths of the cavern. “What?”



	“Why did you come here, Miss Sparkle? For what reason have you risked life and limb to ask an old dragon their dusty wisdoms?”



	Her gaze went back to the floor. “I wanted my horn back.”



	“Because?”



	“Without it I can’t do magic. I can’t protect anypony like this.” She hunched her shoulders, rubbing one foreleg with another. “I can’t even protect myself.”



	“So? Many of your friends are incapable of magic as well. Are they weak?”



	“No, but my magic was something that was mine. It made me… special… ”



	“Magic is not special.”



	“How can you, of anyone, say that magic is not special?”



	“The same way that it never made you special, child. Tell me, what is magic?”



	“It’s the warmth you feel in a laugh, the joy in a gift given to a stranger, and the wonder of finding trust amongst a sea of deceits. It’s that tingly sensation you get when you stand by those you care for and protect them, even at the cost of your own life, or the honest satisfaction that comes from giving someone else a moment of light in a dark, hurtful world. It’s friendship, and love, and goodness in its entirety. Magic is light.”



	“And what of those you fight? Do they not use magic as well?”



	Her eyebrow arched. Then her eyes widened. “But… but that can’t be magic.”



	“An ideal is not magic, child, just a path. As a river may be turned to the field to grow a crop, or into a village to destroy your enemies, so too is magic capable of both creation and destruction. It cares not for who wields it, or how it is wielded, for it is not a mortal that needs to understand right or wrong. Would you ask the wind its allegiances? The earthquake? What of the sword or spade? Would you ask of them whether they serve for good or evil?



	“And, though they serve many, so too do those they serve not deserve them. Has the soldier earned his sword? Or is his sword but his chosen magic? His force, taken by his own sweat and hurts to change that which is about him? Does the mother deserve her child’s smile? Or is it but the child’s magic, a gift to one whose heart grows heavy with hard days and harder nights? Does the ruler deserve their subjects love or hate? Or is it but the subjects’ magic, a method by which those who are ruled dictate their own fate?



	“Magic is many things, child. And so too is magic not many things. Magic is not in a horn, or in an object, or in spells and potions. There is no magic in the stillness of an unseen tidal wave. Nor is their magic in the silence of an unknown grave. Magic is not in passion or in faith, until that passion and faith is made into action. In the denial of wrongs and approving of rights. In the defending of beliefs and destruction of your foes.



	“Magic is in action. Magic is in life. In action and reaction, in thought and contemplation. And, though magic may come in many forms, they all share the truth that they are not unique, for they are all magic.”



	Twilight didn’t move. She simply sat where she was, clutching at her foreleg as her thoughts tried to settle themselves. For what must have been an eon, she did not speak. Then, after a time, she looked up and stared once more into the impenetrable darkness outside the warm light above and beside her.



	“Thank you for your time,” she said. “And for your help. I will take my leave now.”



	“No more questions about whether or not I can fix your horn?”



	“No. I figure I know the answer to that already.”



	The chuckle echoed all about her. She watched as the beds and lights all faded into oblivion, the magic holding them together unraveling with an almost glacial slowness. Spike, still asleep, floated across the room and set gently, almost tenderly, by Twilight’s hooves.



	“Truly it is rare that I meet one such as you, child of the stars, and rarer still that they display your wisdom and humility. We may now discuss payment.”



	Twilight tensed. “What do you want from me?”



	“Merely another visit, my child. Perhaps a few stories, to while away a few days for an old wyrm that has long since lost the edge to his fangs, and the answer to my own question.”



	Again, Twilight arched an eyebrow. “And that is?”



	“If you could go back and do it all over again, would you?”



	It took Twilight a whole three seconds to decide.



	“It’s a deal.”



	The whole cave then began to quake, with a sound that was remarkably close to a tremendous purr as the river of molten magma boiled and bubbled viciously. Twilight swiftly leapt atop Spike, shielding him with her body as best she could. Spike awoke with a startled shout, claws digging into Twilight’s sides as he tried to catch his bearings.



	It emerged from the river, long and sinuous and writhing like some great serpent. There was a growl and it darted forward, bashing itself against a cave wall. The rock held. It bashed again. Then again. Cracks formed around the crater it was making, and then, with one final tremendous impact, it broke through. Sunlight poured in, followed soon by a wisp of crisp, clean air.



	Tentatively, Twilight stood, Spike following suit. They walked over to the whole and glanced out. Below them were the clouds, hiding the base of the mountain for what must have been a hundred, hundred, hundred feet down. If she listened closely, she could hear the faint sounds of the storm. She glanced back at the mighty creature behind her, shaking itself free of its molten coat against a nearby wall, and then turned and bowed low.



	“Thank you again, mighty Ferros of the Iron Mountain. I look forward to our next meeting.” She motioned to the pile of clothes and assorted equipment still lying folded neatly in the cave. “You may keep those, as my promise to return.”



	“I shall look forward to it, Twilight Sparkle the Star Child.” It chuckled again. “But I think you should know one last thing if indeed we are to meet again.”



	Twilight spread her wings, Spike astride her back as she prepared to take off. “And that is?”



	“The name you use is wrong.”



	She paused. “No, I’m certain I got it right. It might not be your original name, but that’s how it appears in all the books: Ferros of the Iron Mountain.”



	“The problem is,” he said, grunting as he finally smashed the last bit of magma from his head. “That was because of one poor fool’s misspelling of the proper title. They added one too many words.



	And that’s when she noticed the thing before them wasn’t a dragon. It was as long as a dozen dragons stitched end-on-end, not counting the part still submerged in the magma river, and thicker than a dozen ponies standing abreast, but it was also pink and slimy and covered in millions upon millions of tiny, fleshy bumps. And, as the last bits of molten rock cleared the head, she saw it wasn’t actually a head.



	It was the end of a very long, very thick, forked tongue.



	“I am Ferros: the Iron Mountain.”



	With a gulp, Twilight again bowed low. Spike had gone completely pale, gibbering something she didn’t understand very quietly beneath his breath as he shook upon her back. Then, with as much dignity as she could allow herself, she took to the air and flew out into the open sky.



	Spike only managed to start speaking properly again when the top of the mountain was far into the horizon, right around the same time that Twilight could stop shaking. His nonsensical gabbling quieted, and his eyes refocused onto the back of Twilight’s head, slowly drawn to the shattered remnants of her horn.



	“He couldn’t help, could he?” Spike sighed. Twilight felt herself smile, even as more tears were whisked off her face into the wind.



	“I never said that,” she whispered. “I never said that at all.”
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         “And with this the prototype geothaumic converter is ready for its first field test. We’ll start with fifteen percent power and direct it through the combined cooling and motive coils under the water and into the thaumic deflector generator.”



“The what now?” The voice drew Twilight Sparkle’s gaze up to a nearby blue pegasus with frazzled rainbow mane, who looked around the small lake for a while before shrugging. “Where is Spike when we need him?”



“You know,” said Twilight, glaring at Rainbow Dash, “I can explain in simpler terms if you just ask.”



“Oh, why bother waiting for her to show that she can’t?” With a blatantly disguised wink towards Twilight, Discord threw a clawful of popcorn into his mouth, pointing to a silvery object that looked like half a train engine, set on the shore of the small lake, with the now empty claw as he munched and swallowed. “That thing draws magic from the earth. It will make the water splash like a fountain and create a force field. There, all better. When do the fireworks start?”



From behind Discord’s beach chair emerged the head of a yellow pegasus with long pink mane, her colors a stark contrast to the green of the forest behind her. Fluttershy hesitated for a few seconds before asking, “Uh, is it safe?”



“I concur, darling. You did say that it draws from the same magical energy that causes volcanoes and earthquakes,” added Rarity, putting a white hoof around Fluttershy’s slightly trembling shoulder.



“Of course it’s safe!” Twilight levitated a clipboard, the paper clipped to it filled to the brim with steps, three check marks besides each line. “The converter turns wild magic into coherent energy, and the thaumic deflector will keep all unconverted magical energy contained inside. Worst case, I have a runic circle —” she pointed at a series of black circular marks around the lake “— that will convert the escaping energy into a stasis field, allowing us to escape and plan how to deal with it; Princess Celestia  assured me that she can transmit the energy into the sun if we can’t find a way to dissipate it.”



“In other words,” sounded Discord’s playful voice, “it's all inside a shield, and if anything escapes those magic squibbles will freeze everything until Celesta comes dump you whole little experiment in the sun. Now can you get on with the show? It’s getting boring, and I have a bet to win.”



Twilight glared at the draconequus, opened her mouth to retort, and closed it with a grunt. There was no use in arguing, and she did have a schedule to keep. Closing her eyes, she started to pour the trickle of constant magical energy that would control the geothaumic converter, confident in her skill.



In a few moments the apparatus sprang to life, purring like a contented cat. The water started to churn, and then spray above like a fountain, glowing with a faint inner light; seeing the water harmlessly absorb all excess energy brought back a smile to Twilight’s lips. The force field began to grow from the small lake’s shore, its fluid border rising ever higher to meet high above the water, enveloping the converter in a half sphere with the double duty of protecting the experiment and preventing any risk to everypony— and every draconequus, thought Twilight with a twinge of irritation.



She didn’t even need her full concentration, so she clearly heard the almost shouted whisper when Pinkie Pie approached Discord.



“Oh, a bet? What is it?” The pink pony was jumping around Discord like an out of control jackalope.



“Well, Luna thinks this little experiment will be a boring success; I think you will need me to save your pretty flanks. Celestia didn’t want to bet, but she did try to convince Twilight to delay the experiment; I’m already ahead.”



“For your information, I’ve mastered the control spell, thank you very much.” Twilight scowled at Discord, a confident but irritated smile taking her lips. “I could keep casting it in my sleep. The only way this can go wrong is if someone disrupts my spell.”



“Thank you for your explanation, princess. It will make things much simpler for me.”



The new voice sounded like something out of a nightmare, making Twilight’s snap her head towards it; from the corner of her eyes she noticed Rainbow Dash and Applejack spreading, ready to rush the newcomer from multiple directions at a moment’s notice, while Pinkie Pie threw herself between Twilight and the newcomer.



At that moment Twilight heard the yelling from above; amid the last fading wisps of purplish blue teleportation magic Spike was falling, still clutching the telescope he would be using to monitor the experiment from the library. Twilight’s heart skipped a beat; she could spare the concentration, but she couldn’t stop the control spell for more than a moment without the experiment going out of control. But she couldn’t let Spike hit the ground…



A cerulean aura gently took Spike from the sky, Rarity sweating with the effort of breaking the little dragon’s fall. Her other friends, each and every of them racing towards Spike just a moment before, nodded among themselves and turned as one to the newcomer.



The voice had sounded female, though it was hard to tell from just looking at the stranger. She was clad in a simple, dark brown cloak, the hood pulled low atop her head, it’s shape giving away that she had a horn. She was taller than the other ponies present, though not as tall as Twilight. Her dark coat, of a color that reminded Twilight of a starless midnight sky, was barely visible, with only the tip of her muzzle and her hooves uncovered.



Twilight was already running numbers in her head, trying to figure how much time it would take to shut the experiment down safely, but she couldn’t avoid asking, “What did you do to Spike? Who are you?”



Slowly, but with a sense of finality, the black unicorn set into a lower posture, as if getting ready to charge or bracing for impact. “Why, always the wrong questions. I’m here for your little gadget, but we couldn’t have little Spike warning Celestia too soon, could we?”



That did it. Twilight started to shut down the experiment as fast as she could, sweat rolling down her brow, only to notice an orange hoof touching her shoulder, filling her with assurance.



“Don’t you worry, sugarcube. We will deal with that miscreant.” With a smile, and a nod to Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie, Applejack joined her friends in a charge.



Only to be stopped by a dark blue, transparent force field.



“Well, well, well.” Discord threw his empty popcorn packet into a trash can and stood up, trash can and beach chair disappearing in a flash. “Looks like I already won the bet. I can already see Luna’s face when I tell her…”



Discord snapped his fingers. Then he looked at his hand, shook it, and started snapping faster, a web of tiny cracks forming on the force field. “Don’t think you’ve won, missie. I will pop your little bubble before you can say supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.”



At that the black unicorn touched her horn to her force field, a tiny magic bolt shooting forth. Discord stepped out of its way with a smile, redoubling his attacks against the shield.



The bolt passed harmlessly by Twilight, but she could tell something was wrong; it didn’t look like an attack, a bolt that size it wouldn’t even singe a foal. It touched the inner shield, the one around the converter.



And time for Twilight slowed to a crawl. It was a copy of her own control spell; she could feel, through her own spell, when the black unicorn’s made the inner force field drop and sent the magic energy surging outside. She started to shout as her stasis circle flared up, its color an angry red —








Hidden behind a bush, clamping her mouth shut to keep herself from screaming and desperately hoping her fellow crusaders were doing the same, Sweetie Belle watched as a red glow filled the force field. It dimmed after a few moments, leaving behind her sister and her sister’s friends still like statues; even Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy, floating immobile like in a photography, and Discord, the supposedly all powerful spirit of chaos, arms outstretched and fingers curved, his face in a snarl.



The cloaked black unicorn looked around — Sweetie Belle feeling her friends cling tightly to her as the unicorn’s gaze passed over the bush — before letting out a shrill laugh; Sweetie Belle could only think of finding something sturdier, like a table, to hide under, almost missing the unicorn’s next words.



“With those meddlesome elements out of the way this power is as good as mine. In a few hours I will have that gizmo in my hooves, and then not even Celestia will be able to stop me!”



The black unicorn laughed again, louder, her gaze fixed on the paralyzed Discord and Twilight. Figuring that not even a buffalo running into the forest could be heard over that laughter, Sweetie Belle beckoned her fellow crusaders to follow deeper into the woods, until they were out of sight and earshot.



“So what do we do now?” Scootaloo asked, her trembling hoof propping her scooter.



“I don’t know!” Apple Bloom looked back at the path they came from, eyes still wide. “She won against Discord! How can anypony fight with her?”



“Well, technically it was Twilight that made all of them into statues. It’s that stasis thing she was talking about,” said Sweetie Belle, rubbing her neck.



“She still put that force field around them, didn’t she?” Scootaloo lifted her gaze to her companions. “The one Rainbow Dash and your sisters couldn’t break?”



Sweetie Belle grunted. “We shouldn’t have followed our sisters.”



“Well, on the positive side, at least somepony saw what happened and can help our sisters.” Apple Bloom lowered her head. “Even if we aren’t much help.”



“Wait, we can go back to Ponyville and get somepony to help!” Scootaloo turned her scooter around, pointing to the wagon behind. “I can get us back in a zip!”



The three fillies nodded, Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle climbing the little red wagon. Apart from the sound of Scootaloo’s buzzing wings they rode in stunned silence, though Sweetie Belle was grateful for that; it gave her time to think, to plan how she could get everypony to follow her. Not that it should be difficult; Pinkie and Rarity did make sure everypony knew to keep away from the experiment, so if she told there was an emergency…”



“Hey, isn’t that Pinkie’s sister? The one from that picture in her bedroom?”



Looking at where Scootaloo was pointing, Sweetie Belle saw a gray pony with violet, straight mane. It had to be Maud; she hadn’t met her before, but Rarity had talked about her enough.



Especially about how Maud went through a huge falling boulder to save Pinkie Pie. And there was something else, when Maud was playing with Rainbow Dash…



Scootaloo skidded to a halt besides the gray pony. “Oi, Maud! Is it true you threw a rock the next hill over?”



“Yes.” Seeing Maud speak was unnerving, like watching a wax statue speak, her face keeping a completely neutral expression the whole time, her voice monotonic and emotionless. “What happened to Ponyville?”



No longer distracted by Maud appearing, the fillies looked towards Ponyville, from where Maud came. Though still far, they could already see a blue, translucent dome around it, similar to — but less transparent than — the one around Twilight and the others. All three grunted, Sweetie Belle feeling her heart sink; if that dome was as sturdy as the early one, now they couldn’t get any help from Ponyville.



“Is that a blue bubble?” Apple Bloom tilted her head. “Did you try to get in?”



“I threw a rock at it.”



Sweetie Belle gave a low whistle, glancing between Maud and the dome; from the corner of her eye she saw Scootaloo wincing. She wasn’t sure if she believed the story Rainbow Dash told about Maud’s rock throw, but the one Rarity told could be trusted; Rarity would never exaggerate about stones, unless they were precious and sparkling. If Maud’s rocks couldn’t get through the dome, the crusaders could never hope to do so.



But they did find a pony to help, one that was so strong it was scary, if they could convince her.



Sweetie Belle made her best concerned face — not at all hard, given how concerned she was for Rarity and the others — and turned to Maud. “We need to get help for Pinkie and her friends. A strange pony put a shield like this around them, and they are not moving.”



“Yeah,” added Scootaloo, “they are like a photo. We were going to get help in Ponyville —”



“Were?”



There was something different in Maud’s voice; not angry, per see, but perhaps it could be described as slightly irritated. Her eyebrows were angled a little different, though Sweetie wasn’t sure she could tell if she hadn’t seen Maud’s face before.



“That way,” said Apple Bloom. “It was a black pony wearin’ a cloak, and —”



Maud was already moving, as fast as Scootaloo’s scooter. With a pony that could crush rocks with her bare hooves perhaps this could work. Perhaps they wouldn’t need more help.





Sweetie Belle was sharing the wagon with Apple Bloom and Maud, while Scootaloo desperately pulled them, trying to avoid the rocks the strange unicorn was throwing back with her magic. At least she had far worse aim than Maud, no rock came even close.



“Sorry,” repeated Maud for the third time, her gaze fixed on the blue dome around her sister.



The dome wasn’t cracked anymore, and around it a series of strange, glowing magical symbols had been drawn. Sweetie Belle felt a shiver go down her spine when she first looked at the scene.



“It ain’t your fault,” said Apple Bloom.



“I know. I’m still sorry.” Maud glanced down, to Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle. “We need help. Where is the nearest town?”



Scootaloo stopped; the rocks weren’t falling for some time now. The three fillies looked from one to another, before Apple Bloom raised her head. “There ain’t one. There are only tiny villages around here, the closest town is Canterlot.”



“Then we go to Canterlot.”



Sweetie Belle looked at maud, her irises shrinking. “But that unicorn said she would attack Canterlot in a few hours. When we get there it will be too late!”



Maud looked back, saying with a flat voice, “What didn’t you tell me?”



“Well,” Scootaloo looked around, “it’s kind of a long story.”



They were interrupted by a chugging sound. Not just chugging, decided Sweetie Belle; it had something of a musical quality to it. Looking around, she found that she is not the only one looking down the path, imagining what is coming.



“Is that an ambulant pipe organ?” Sweetie Belle rubbed her eyes, but the sight remained the same; more pipes than she could count, all mounted atop some kind of large, mostly closed cart. There were also a number of tubes — drums, she decided — on the sides of the crazy machine, and something that looked like trombones at the tips of two sturdy hoses. And at the front, sitting on a couch…



“Aw, great. The Flim Flam Brothers,” grumbled Apple Bloom.



“Brother, aren’t those ponies?” said a lean cream-colored unicorn wearing a white and blue striped shirt, his red and white mane crowned by a boater hat.



“I’ll say more, they are a mare and three fillies. Perhaps they can tell us what is happening,” said a nearly identical unicorn, though his face sported a lush red mustache.



“Who are you guys?” asked Scootaloo, furrowing her brow.



The two unicorns looked at each other and jumped out of their vehicle, the mustached one giving it a discreet kick as he passed. The machine sprung to life, white smoke shooting out of the tubes and the hoses. After the first notes of what sounded like circus music, the two ponies reared, taking their hats in their hooves, and started singing in unison.



“Well, you —”



“No singing!” yelled Apple Bloom. “And no dancing. That one is Flim, this one is Flam. They are the ones that made a liar out of my sister, we don’t need their help.”



The two unicorns dropped back to the ground, looking at each other, and at the gray mare with an unamused expression in front of them.



“Actually, he’s Flim,” said the one with a mustache, pointing to the mustacheless one.



“And he’s Flam,” said the other one, pointing to the mustached unicorn.



“Whatever,” said Apple Bloom. “What are you two doing here anyway?”



“It seems we had a slight misunderstanding…” started Flim.



“A small mistake…” continued Flam.



“About our new show. We aren’t selling anything this time,” said Flim.



“We are working as entertainers,” said Flam, pointing to the strange vehicle.



“Now, would you mind telling us why there’s a force field around your pictorestic town of Ponyville?” asked Flim.



“Well,” started Scootaloo, the two brothers and Maud paying close attention.



Sweetie Belle didn’t stay to listen. Instead she followed Apple Bloom; she could tell where she was, and how irritated, just from the sound of her hooves stomping around. The two of them stopped just out of earshot, Apple Bloom looking at the dome around Ponyville, Sweetie Belle just sitting by her side, the silence only broken by Scootaloo’s occasional bursts of excitement.



“Ain’t you going to ask?” said Apple Bloom, sitting still.



“We read it in our sister’s journal. But we need help. Maybe they can help Maud, or go to some other village and bring help.”



Apple Bloom turned towards Sweetie Belle. “But they are liars! They fooled me like… like a kid!”



“But we are kids.”



“And they will try to fool me again, fool us! What if they —”



“This is highly irregular!” came Flam’s shout.



“Unacceptable!” blared Flim.



The two fillies raced back, finding Flim and Flam in a one-sided shouting match with Maud. They turned to Scootaloo, who was watching everything with concern in her face.



“What in tarnation is happening here?” asked Apple Bloom.



“It’s Maud. She is threatening to crush their cart if Flim and Flam don’t help save Pinkie Pie.”



“Wait, help how?” Sweetie Belle looked from Maud to the two brothers.



“She said that, if they can distract that unicorn, perhaps she could get close enough to beat her.”



Apple Bloom glared at the two brothers. “They are distracting, alright.” Inhaling deeply, she walked towards the middle of the shouting and raised her hooves to get attention; when that didn’t work, she kicked the two brothers.



“Ouch! What was that for?” they said together.



Ignoring the brothers, Apple Bloom turned to the gray mare. “Maud, ya can’t bluff like that.”



“I’m not —”



“And you two. I hate to admit, but we need help. And you are always using apples. How ‘bout I give you the harvest of our western orchard?”



The brothers whispered among themselves, and Flim looked towards Apple Bloom. “What about your family? Would they agree?”



“My sister is with Maud’s sister. I’m sure she will agree to pay some apples for her rescue.”



Flam scratched his chin. “We could, hypothetically, use our mechanical band to distract that unicorn you talked about.”



“Convert the trumpets to water cannons, maybe,” continued Flim.



“But —” they started together.



“We can repair your machine if it gets busted. Big Mac is very good with anything made of wood, and Twilight is teaching Scootaloo how to repair machines.”



“Would that Twilight you and your friend talked about, perchance, be Princess Twilight Sparkle?” asked Flam.



“Well, yeah?” said Apple Bloom.



“We accept your generous offer!” they said together, the accompanying fanfare from their machine earning another glare from Apple Bloom.



The two unicorns retreated to their machine, opening panels and tweaking valvules and buttons, while Scootaloo watched entranced. Apple Bloom entered the forest, grumbling something about the water for the cannon, after promising not to go far. Sweetie Belle remained in the middle of it all, by Maud’s side, unease at not having anything to do. After a while she turned to Maud.



“You were bluffing when you told you would crush their machine, weren't you?”



“No.”





The machine might not be made for war, but it certainly was louder than all the guards Sweetie Belle saw when she visited the Canterlot Gardens. And the ones she saw in the castle. It was a good thing, too, as it would make noticing Maud hard until she was on top of that unicorn.



Though it was strange marching into battle to the sound of circus music. Or not marching, as it was; Maud, Flim, and Flam all insisted that the three fillies stay as far as they could from the battle. Which they interpreted as “as far as they could and still see clearly,” but that was still far off.



Sweetie Belle looked from the approaching machine to her companions. Scootaloo had worry and fascination mixed in her eyes; while Sweetie Belle didn’t like those two brothers — perhaps Apple Bloom’s irritation was rubbing of — she had to admit they were mechanical geniuses, and when they let Scootaloo help with turning the trombones into water cannons, she even forgot for a while why she was concerned.



Apple Bloom… Sweetie looked more closely at her, trying to gauge how irritated she was, and was pleased with what she saw. She helped somehow with the water for the cannons, and was even polite, grudgingly apologising for her earlier shouting.



A loud clarion call made Sweetie Belle look to the dark blue dome, and the field of battle. The crazy contraption was blaring its circus music loud enough to be clearly heard from where the fillies were, the trumpets splashing water all around while the two brothers directed them. The cloaked unicorn deftly danced around the first splashes, not even bothering to use her magic — until the brothers started to use each other’s attacks to corner the cloaked unicorn, drenching her with their first coordinated attack. The following water jets were met with a magic shield, though the brothers seemed able to keep the cloaked unicorn at a distance.



Maud’s first boulder came before the fight’s first minute had passed, the whistling sound it made as it sailed through the air masked, the unicorn fixing her gaze on the musical machine. Flim and Flam fired their water cannons left and write, narrowly missing, leading the unicorn towards where the boulder would land.



And the unicorn vanished in a cloud of purplish blue mist, appearing again a dozen paces to the side.



The three fillies groaned; they had seen what the unicorn could do, and without a surprise hit she might be able to fight back. Still, she wasn’t firing back Maud’s rocks as quickly as before, and was being forced to dodge instead of picking them from the air like before. Sweetie Belle cheered as a rock landed next to the unicorn, while she was busy protecting herself from the water cannons; perhaps a lucky shot…



“Whoa, I get a scenic patrol for the first time in ages and find some strange fight. What is happening down there?”



The filies turned as one, gawking at the light blue stallion in a Wonderbolts uniform hovering behind them.



“Seriously, girls. I can tell that somepony there needs my help, but I don’t know any of them. What is happening?”



Scootaloo shook her head and looked up, stars in her eyes. “Soarin! that unicorn in a cloak did something to Rainbow Dash and the others. Maud and those strange brothers are trying to fight her, but I don’t know if they can win.”



“I bet they can, now that they have Wonderbolts help!” Leaving a contrail of sparkling clouds Soarin was out before the other two fillies could close their mouths.



Sweetie Belle could feel hope rising again. Atop their machine, the Flim Flam Brothers were pointing to the sky, shouting something, perhaps cheering; she could even imagine Maud giving a smile.



A sudden silence drew Sweetie Belle’s attention to the machine. she exhaled in relief when she saw the machine intact, one of its converted trombones still firing water. The other stood still, and Sweetie Belle could see one of the brothers by an open hatch, his magic flaring from inside the machine. Within moments the machine started a new music, this time a military march. It sounded like the Wonderbolts anthem...



And something clicked inside Sweetie Belle. She could feel the music inside her head — no, scratch that; inside her horn. She could tell that Soarin was humming the song, his wings like beating drums inside her horn as he climbed, his dives a clarion raising its pitch in a glissando. The two brothers were like the two hooves of an harpist, always harmonious, their attacks clear like plucked chords. Maud was dimmer, but the staccato of her stones still sounded clear. And, at the middle, the music.



But there was something lacking; nopony was conducting the song, and all the parts were fighting. It was not when she sang with her fellow crusaders, when each knew instinctively what the others would do. Soarin’s martial rhythm was clashing with the brothers’ more delicate melody, and Maud was only sounding in the largest pauses, as if she was afraid of any clash.



And, at the opposite side, a lone figure, a melody brought by a single pony, full of untapped potential. It was strange, powerful, but in some ways familiar, like something she saw in a dream.



Slowly, feeling as out of place as a cherry ribbon amid the cinnamon ones, Sweetie Belle reached out. She turned first towards Soarin and the two brothers, how their tempo didn’t match, the two brothers outpacing the wonderbolt, and matched them — only to quickly undo what she had done; their matched attacks were beauty in motion, but the unicorn easily saw through them all. Instead, she looked at the openings, at where she could nudge the two melodies together into something complex. As she filled the gaps she could see Soarin approaching the jets of water from the two brothers ever more, until he was flying through the small gaps between them, or even the small pauses in a single jet.



She then noticed that Maud had stopped; there was no space for her in the melody now. Gently now, Sweetie Belle started to make the space Maud needed, delaying Soarin at a moment, hurrying the two brothers in another. Now she had something that looked like a true melody; still less complex than the one from her opponent, but louder, perhaps loud enough to drown the opponent’s song. 



As sharply as it began, it was over. She felt the opponent’s song disappearing before she saw the unicorn teleporting away, swearing vengeance. When the mechanical band stopped she couldn’t feel the four ponies that had helped them, and noticed she was swaying, Scootaloo and Apple Bloom looking at her with concerned faces, their mouths moving without sound.



Sweetie Belle let herself slid down, laying where she once stood. She was so tired. A bright light shone through her half-closed eyelids, and she could see two small shapes — her friends? — racing towards a larger, white shape, one with wings and a large horn. She could see the large pony’s face approaching, shining like the sun, but she was so tired...








“For your selfless act of bravery, facing danger unknown and rescuing one of the princesses of Equestria, I present each of you with the Equestrian Star of Heroism.” Celestia turned to each of the four ponies in front of her, her smile softening the corners of her eyes. “Any final words?”



Soarin bowed with movements born of familiarity, Maud following his lead. Flim and Flam stood there, whispering among themselves and looking from Celestia to Twilight.



“Why this closed ceremony?” Flim looked at Flam, who nodded.”There is no public, no guards, no one except us four and the two of —” Flam nudged Flim with an elbow “— I mean, your highnesses.”



“You are right, this is unusual. But while Princess Twilight Sparkle insisted on awarding each of you, she also expressed her desire to keep the details around why your act of bravery was needed to as few ponies as possible.” Celestia turned her head to address all four ponies. “I ask you to not disclose the details with anypony else.”



“Understood,” said Maud and Soarin in unison, filling the air with the discordant contrast between military enthusiasm and lack of expression. Twilight muffled a giggle with her hoof, her cheeks slowly turning the color of cherries.



“How about our apples?” asked Flam.



“We got less than half as many apples as we should from that fruit bat-infested west orchard,” completed Flim.



“It is my understanding that Apple Bloom and her family helped you harvest that orchard, despite the bat infestation.”



“So they did,” said Flim.



“But still we were misled. We expected a full harvest, not that pittance we got,” completed Flam.



Celestia raised a hoof, silencing Twilight as she was opening her mouth. “Equestria can offer compensation for your lost profits. But,” Celestia’s tone drained the nascent smiles from the two brothers, “this brings to my attention an issue with the medals you two were just awarded. The Equestrian Star of Heroism is awarded only for selfless acts of bravery; if you were paid to perform those acts, they are not selfless.”



The two brothers whispered to one another for a few moments. Lifting his head, Flam said, his eyes not partaking his smile, “There was a misunderstanding, we don’t need any payment from the kingdom.”



“Still, you were paid in apples. I regret to say —”



“Wait,” said Twilight, interrupting Celestia, “would it be acceptable if they donated those apples to a worthy cause?”



“It would still be irregular,” said Celestia, a hoof to her chin, “but, with two princesses behind it, we could call for an exception. If you agree, of course. Flim? Flam?”



It took barely a glance before they spoke, “We agree.”



“Speak to my assistant Raven, then; she will tell you what to do. If no one desires to add anything, you are all dismissed.”



The two princesses watched as the other ponies left, Soarin throwing irritated glances at the two brothers. As soon as the doors closed, Twilight whispered, “Sorry.”



“What are you sorry for, Twilight?” asked Celestia with a motherly voice.



“For not listening to you. I knew that what I was doing was dangerous, but I planned safety measures for everything I could think. I just never thought anypony would want to…”



“To harm others on purpose?” Celestia embraced Twilight with a wing. “As a princess you need to always consider how to protect our subjects, even from one another. It is sometimes hard; for you, it must be painful to even consider that somepony would want to hurt others on purpose, that in the middle of the ponies you love there are some that will return that love with hate.”



“I understand.” Twilight lowered her head. ”I will stop my research on geothaumic energy.”



“Why not continue your research, but focus safeguards, on making sure nopony can turn geothaumic energy into a weapon?”



“I…” Twilight’s eyes lit like fireworks. “I think I can do that! If I can…”



Twilight started galloping towards the doors, not even bothering to open them; her call of “Thank you, Princess” was cut in the middle by her teleport.



Celestia giggled at her overenthusiastic former student; so much enthusiasm and potential, so much she could already do, but so much to learn…



With the smile that thought brought her, she lit her horn, the door and walls pulsing once, and looked at the ceiling. “Isn’t it time for our mysterious black unicorn to make her appearance?”



On cue a beam of moonlight shot from the ceiling, pulsing once before vanishing. At the spot the moonbeam hit, in the center of the room, now stood a dark, cloaked and hooded figure. The cloak was already turning into a deep blue mist; after a few moments a black unicorn stood there, fully revealed, a crescent moon cutie mark proudly displayed. With another flash, this time from the unicorn’s horn, she enlarged, her coat becoming lighter and wings appearing on her flank. In a smooth motion she magically detached one amulet and two horn rings, depositing them on the temporary throne Twilight vacated.



In her magical grip remained one item, a brush. One of those hard, wire ones. Celestia raised an eyebrow at it, asking, “Did everything go well?”



“If by that you mean nopony else got hurt, nopony figured what really happened, and I kept the experiment controlled and safe while pretending to be a dumb villain, then it did went well; that spell you taught me arrested control of Twilight’s machine flawlessly,” said Luna amid some scratching, her face and voice showing relief occasionally in time with the brush. “But you could have sent somepony that knew what was happening to fight me, instead of manipulating those four. Pinkie’s sister throws rocks harder than you could believe, and whatever was in that water itches like fleas from tartarus! I don’t know why I volunteered for this.”



Celestia flashed a whimsical smile. “Because your sister made sure the photos that paparazzi took will never be published? Truly, sister, what were you thinking, playing with socks on a balcony any passing pegasus could see?”



Luna’s cheeks reddened, her eyes shifting to the side. “In any case, why not just tell Twilight in the first place? Why resort to such masquerade?”



“I seem to recall a young princess playing with using color spells on the moon, despite her bearded mentor urging her to devise a way to undo those spells first. I believe the following months became known as the Green Nights.”



“That was different,” started Luna.



“I also remember a sun princess finding that the very ground in Equestria is magical, and trying to tame that wild magic, ignoring the protests of her advisors,” said Celestia, lowering her head. “It was alluring. Enough magical energy to shield all our cities, when the Stalliongrad peace treaty was on shaky ground and Equestria had lost its best tactician to the Nightmare. But there was a saboteur; in the spur of the moment I found how to channel raw wild magic into the sun, but if I hadn’t Manehattan would be a crater and… I shudder to think how many lives would have been lost. I fear Twilight is as enthusiastic as I was.”



“I… understand. I disagree, but I understand. Twilight will not hear of this from me.”  Luna turned to leave, stopping mid-stride. “Oh, there is something else you need to know. I believe I found somepony with a natural talent for songweaving.”



Celestia cringed. “Is it one of the brothers? With the scams they already run, I’m not comfortable with the thought of them having access to magical music.”



“No,” said Luna, her giggles sounding like crystal chimes. “It’s one of those fillies you invited to the castle as a reward, Sweetie Belle. I could feel her magic helping the four ponies I faced; if not for her inexperience I might have been forced to end the fight quickly, least somepony got seriously hurt.” Luna brought a hoof to her chin, her gaze drifting. “It’s a rare gift, I’m not aware of anypony else alive that has it.”



“Rare indeed. The last songweaver I knew was a Wonderbolts composer, a few centuries ago.” Celestia frowned in concentration. “That could explain why she fainted.”



“Curious that she didn’t get a cutie mark out of her ordeal,” said Luna. “That seems like an impressive talent.”



“It is, of course.” Celestia’s usual, inscrutable smile returned to her face. “But perhaps her real talent is something even more important.”
      

      
   
      Negotiations


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom trudged into Sugarcube Corner, head down, ears flat, tail drooping. Even her bow seemed limp.



Naturally, Pinkie Pie couldn't let this stand. "Wow, somepony looks like she could use a pick-me-up!" She looked around the store, saw no other Apples, and leaned over the counter to whisper, "Want to try the pear tart?"



Apple Bloom looked up at her with a hard stare. "I need your help, Pinkie."



"Sure!" Pinkie's smile assumed its familiar, cheek-splitting width. "I'm always happy to help a friend in need with some friendly deeds! Though not the one to Sugarcube Corner, that belongs to the Cakes." She brought a hoof to her chin. "Now, those cupcakes of yours did come out a bit on the crunchy side, but single-recipe cutie marks aren't unheard of, especially not in your family. Still, don't you want the other Cru—"



"Not with baking." Apple Bloom took a deep breath and redoubled her "big pony" expression. "I need you to teach me magic."



"Oh." Pinkie blinked. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. "Oh." She turned to the Corner's kitchen. "Mrs. Cake! I'm taking my lunch break; I have a life lesson to impart!"



"Alright, dear!" came the confirmation.



Pinkie nodded to herself and moved away from the counter. "Walk with me, young grasshopper."



A green-coated colt looked up from his parfait. "Huh?"



"Sorry, Grasshopper, not you. I meant Apple Bloom."



As the colt rolled his eyes, Apple Bloom trotted to Pinkie's side. As they left the shop, she asked, "So, where do we start?"



Bloom looked up at Pinkie and nearly tripped over her own hooves. Pinkie wasn't smiling. Her mouth was set in a straight line, her gaze locked on the horizon. "Tell me," she said, "why you want to learn from me."



"Well…" Apple Bloom trailed off, her head dipping down again. She was silent for several seconds before speaking again. "It's… I know I shouldn't feel this way, but Sweetie's figuring out magic, and Scootaloo's managing some good hangtime, and I'm…"



"Jealous?"



"…Yeah. My friends get to do all this cool stuff 'cause they're a unicorn and a pegasus. What do I get? Strength? Anypony can be strong. Look at Bulk Biceps."



Pinkie nodded. "You're far from the first earth pony to feel that way. Twilight tells me you're really good with potions, though."



Apple Bloom snorted. "Anypony can mix a potion. You take this, that, and the other in the right amounts, mix them the right way, and you're done. That ain't magic, it's science."



"Heh." Pinkie's chuckle brought a surprising amount of relief to Apple Bloom. The party pony just wasn't meant to look serious. "Don't let Twilight hear you say that. She'll explain the difference, and it will take her hours."



"Fine. But it still ain't what I want." Apple Bloom turned to Pinkie, grinning and eager. "But you, you can do darn near anything! You and Cheese Sandwich during the Goof-Off, you was pulling things out of thin air left and right, doing things a whole team of unicorns couldn't do!"



Pinkie waved her head from side to side noncommittally. "Well, it depends on the unicorns. But yeah, a pair of pugnacious party ponies is particularly phenomenal—"



"I don't think you pronounce the 'p' on that last one—"



"But there's a reason why we were so eye-catching. I'm not teaching you, Apple Bloom. Power comes at a cost."



Apple Bloom gaped and came to a halt. "Y-you mean you'd teach Diamond Tiara if she asked?"



Pinkie boggled at her for a moment before bursting into laughter. "No! No, no, no, definitely not." She shook her head. "Keep walking, Bloom, we're not there yet."



The filly complied. "Where's there?"



"You'll see. But I didn't mean a cost in bits. I meant a cost in sanity. Cheese and I are crazy. Not just crazy-fun or crazy-random or any other nice way of putting it, but full-blown crazy. In order to do what we can, we have to make ourselves so loco in the coco that our Yoko is a choco."



Apple Bloom digested this for a moment. "What?"



"Exactly." Pinkie offered her a sad smile. "You can't even comprehend what it takes to be a party pony, Apple Bloom, and it's better that you don't. If it turns out that that's your talent, then yes, I will teach you. But I have no right to tear you away from your destiny and twist your mind into a balloon animal."



Bloom scowled. "You seem plenty sane right now."



Pinkie snickered. "Oh, trust me, I am going to pay for this later." She put on a serious face and continued, "But right now, you need somepony with a good head on her shoulders, and I'm willing to screw mine back on until we get where we're going. Which we have."



"Here" was a fairly typical example of Ponyville architecture, excepting the expanded first floor. A dark interior of stools, tables, casks, and taps was faintly visible through wide windows. Above the door hung a sign with a bunch of grapes and a strawberry, while behind it hung one reading "Closed."



"The Punch Bowl?" Apple Bloom looked up at Pinkie and silently revised her assessment of the mare's mental health. "I ain't allowed in there. Besides, it ain't even open."



Pinkie nodded. "Exactly! Which means you can see Berry without entering the forbidden zone. Ooooh." She waved her forelegs in what was probably meant to be a menacing way.



Apple Bloom just rolled her eyes. "Fine."



"That's the spirit! Come on!" Pinkie led her around the back of the establishment and up an exterior staircase.



Knocking summoned Berry Punch. "Pinkie," she said with a faint smile. "I wasn't expecting you."



"Oh, I'm just here to drop off Apple Bloom. She thinks earth pony magic isn't anything special."



Berry quirked an eyebrow and turned to the filly. "Is that so?"



Bloom squirmed. "Well, I…"



Berry held up a forehoof. "It's okay."



Pinkie ruffled Apple Bloom's mane. "Don't worry. You're in good hooves." She sprang up onto the bannister and began tipping back. "Now, if you two will excuse me, I'm on lunch break so I should probably eat somethiiii—"



Both watched her slide down. Berry chuckled and turned towards the door. "Well, come on in. We'll talk."



"Okay…"



Apple Bloom wasn't sure what she was expecting in Berry Punch's house, but what she saw wasn't it. It was a fairly normal living room for the most part: couches, table, firefly lamps, a few landscape paintings hanging from the walls. What stood out was the complicated machinery in one corner that greatly resembled the potion equipment she used during Twilight Time. This model, however, seemed like it was designed with even greater durability, including a few components that looked custom-made. It was pretty clear why. "You sure you should have your still in your house?"



Berry chuckled again. "Don't worry, I haven't used that one for a while. It's just a conversation piece."



Bloom backed away from the contraption. "If you say so..."



"Such caution from a Cutie Mark Crusader? I'm surprised" Berry sat on a couch. "Come on. That's not why you're here."



"…Yeah, it ain't." Apple Bloom hopped up on another. "I feel so stupid thinking like this, but I can't get the thought out of my head."



Berry nodded. "You're far from the only one. So, is it horn envy, wing envy, or just a general sense of wanting what you don't have?"



Apple Bloom sighed. "The last one, I guess. I just want to be… well, flashy. I already know what Applejack would say: that ain't the earth pony way. Well maybe I don't want to do it the earth pony way. Maybe I want to do something as impressive as bucking rain out of clouds or moving stuff with my mind."



Berry got up. "Don't go anywhere," she said as she walked into another room. "I'm going to show you something." She returned with a peach in her mouth. She set it on the coffee table and gave a slight smile. "I thought about using an apple, but your sister would probably sense it from Sweet Apple Acres."



"Sense what?" Apple Bloom leaned towards the peach.



"Watch carefully." Berry reared up and and flicked her fetlocks. "Nothing up the sleeves I'm not wearing." She set her forehooves on the peach and scowled at it.



At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then, the mare's hooves pressed in a little more deeply, and discoloration spread from them across the fruit. Berry removed her frogs from the now brown, squashy peach and smiled. "Ta da."



Apple Bloom gaped for a good twenty seconds. A sharp smell began to waft from the fruit. Finally, she asked, "What in Celestia's name did you just do?"



The smile only widened. "My special talent is making and mixing drinks, including those of an alcoholic nature. Making alcohol is a process known as—"



"Fermentation. I know alchemy."



Berry nodded. "Good. Then you know that fermentation is actually a form of rot. Which means that, with a touch and an exertion of will, I can tell fruit to decay. And it listens. In unicorn parlance, I'm technically a necromancer."



Apple Bloom's mind whirled with possibilities. "So, could I—"



"Maybe. Even after I got my cutie mark, it took me years to figure out how to do this. That being said, I'm not that unusual among earth ponies."



Bloom dragged her attention away from the peach. "You ain't?"



Berry shook her head. "Far from it. You know Bonbon?"



A hesitant nod. "Sure. Candy maker, cutie mark of three wrapped candies."



"That's her. Well, several years ago, I think around when you were born, a pack of timberwolves came into town. She chased them out with literal red-hots." Berry smiled. "She didn't use any alchemy beyond sugar and cinnamon oil. She just told the spice to burn differently. That's the kind of thing we do, Apple Bloom. Unicorns use magic. Pegasi push it around. We negotiate with it, the magic of earth and everything that comes from it."



Apple Bloom considered this for a moment. "So how come Applejack never told me about this?"



"Well…" Berry's smile grew rather awkward. "You see, it's best to negotiate from a position of authority, and that…" She trailed off.



"That comes from a cutie mark," Apple Bloom finished flatly.



Berry sighed and nodded. "In so many words. That's probably why your sister never told you about this." She glanced to one side, thinking about this. "Well, that, or she doesn't really think about it. Applebucking isn't exactly the most creative expression of earth pony magic. No offense."



Bloom blinked. "Kicking trees is magical?" 



"Virtually everything an earth pony does is magical, especially if it involves her special talent. Granted, there are exceptions. Cherry Berry flies better than half the pegasi in town because she has the respect of every component in her flying machines. Don't ask me what that has to do with a pair of cherries." Berry smiled again. "It's rarely flashy, but it's a magic your friends can't do. For now, all I can tell you is to be open to it."



"That's it?" It sounded far too easy.



"That's it. Go out and give it a try."



Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes. "You ain't just trying to get rid of me, are you?"



Berry chuckled. "Well, I do need to open up the bar soon, but no. This is the sort of thing you have to learn through experience."



"Okay…" Apple Bloom left, sparing one last glance at the alchemical still, considering adjustments she might make. She walked home, thoughts buzzing through her mind. Concussive impact, sympathetic vibrations, ballistic trajectories all along just the right vectors to put the apples in the baskets…



Well, shoot. Put that way, it sure seemed like magic. To say nothing of the rituals involved in making Zap Apple jam.



With that thought, she found herself in the east field. The trees' outermost branches swayed in a gentle breeze. Apple Bloom dug her hooves into the soil a little, closed her eyes, and hoped.



Hesitantly, cautiously, she asked, "Hello?"



And the world answered.
      

      
   
      Applejack Goes To Magic School For Some Reason


      

      
      
         Applejack stepped off the train and breathed in the city air. She could hardly believe it. Her first time away from home, out here in the big city all by herself.



She pulled out the letter from her bag to read it again. It was just as exciting as when it had arrived in the mail a week ago.



We are proud to inform you that you have been accepted to Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Here at the oldest and most prestigious academy in all Equestria, you will master your natural aptitude for magic with the help of our esteemed professors. We look forward to your arrival.



Sincerely,

Noble Laureate

Deputy Headmaster



Applejack had to admit that she didn’t know the first thing about magic, but the letter was pretty clear. The ponies at this school thought she had a talent for magic, and they were the experts on this sort of thing. Besides, she’d never earned her cutie mark back at the farm, so maybe this would be her time to shine.



She tucked the letter away and left the train station, making her way through the crowd of ponies who were all much taller and fancier-dressed than her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she stuck out like a worm in an apple out here, being from out in the sticks and all.



Canterlot was unlike anything Applejack had ever seen. This was one of those big cities like she’d always heard about, where the streets were always bustling with ponies on the move. A center of fancy culture and high fashion. Maybe she could get used to this.



Rising up high above everything else was the castle, and one of those towers was where she was headed—Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. She could hardly wait to see it and meet all her new classmates. She hoped she would be able to fit in with the rest of them.



She pushed her hat up to see better. It was a little big and fell down over her eyes all the time, but she just didn’t feel right without it on. Out here in the city it was like a piece of home she could always keep with her.



As she made her way down the street, she noticed the strangest thing. Most of the ponies around here had horns growing right out of their heads. She had seen a few ponies like that back in Ponyville on market days, but she’d never asked them about it. Everypony was a little different, after all. But here it was like everypony but her had one.



She pondered it for a moment, but the thought was quickly pushed out of her mind when she finally saw the entrance to the school in front of her. She paused to stare up at the gates, all white and gold and shiny. This was it—her new home away from home.



She glanced over and saw a filly about her age, pushing with all her weight against a cart loaded full of thick, musty old books. Like most of the ponies in this town, she had one of those horns growing out of her head. Pink light was sparkling from the tip.



“Howdy!” Applejack said with a nod. “Need some help with that?”



“No…” the filly panted. “If I can just… get this spell… to work…”



Applejack went over and hitched herself to the front. “Nah, you just need to pull it. Like this. See?”



The filly frowned, then let out a sigh. “Thanks, I guess. I kind of hoped I’d be able to impress my teachers with my magic on my first day.”



“Now, no need to get ahead of ourselves. That’s what we’re here to learn, ain’t it?” Applejack said. She started pulling the cart up the path. It was heavier than a full bushel of apples before cider season. “Almost forgot to introduce myself. The name’s Applejack. What’s yours?”



“I’m Twilight Sparkle,” the other filly said. “So are you a student at this school too?”



“Guess so. Got my letter a few days ago. But to be honest, I don’t know the first thing about magic.”



“Well, nopony gets accepted to Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns by accident,” Twilight said, rolling her eyes. “Everypony here has a natural talent for magic. But I’ve been studying nonstop for months anyway.”



Applejack glanced back at the cartload of books she was hauling. “Sure does look that way.”



“Just last night I just finished a fascinating biography of an important pre-classical wizard named Star Swirl the Bearded. He created over two hundred spells in his lifetime!” Twilight’s eyes lit up. “Everything from basic everyday charms to temporal manipulation. I’m sure you’ve heard of the amniomorphic spell. Well, he invented that one!”



“That sure sounds…” Applejack blinked at her, not sure what to say next. “Uh…”



“I thought it was pretty cool…” Twilight looked down at the ground, her face turning red. “I, um… I like your hat.”



“Thanks.” Applejack reached up to touch the familiar worn edge of the brim. “I never leave home without it.”



Somewhere in the distance, a clock tower chimed, sounding off the hour.



“Oh no! We’d better hurry and drop these off at the dorms. We don’t want to be late for the entrance exams,” Twilight said.



“Entrance exams? Gosh, I never heard anythin’ about that,” Applejack said.



“Well, of course there’s entrance exams,” Twilight said. She gave a strange little giggle. “But they’ll be a breeze! I’m not worried at all. Nope. Definitely not.”








Applejack sat outside the classroom, waiting to be called inside. She could hear the muffled voices of the exam instructors from behind the closed door.



The longer they waited out here, the more visibly nervous Twilight got. She was pacing back and forth endlessly. Applejack was starting to feel less worried about the test itself and more concerned that Twilight was eventually going to pop.



“Just gotta stay calm,” Twilight muttered. She glanced over at Applejack. “How about we review everything we’ve studied? We probably still have five entire minutes. Quick, ask me to list the major and sub-classifications of transfiguration spells.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that…” Applejack tilted her head. “What’s this test on, again?”



“I don’t know. It could be anything. Oh, I really hope I studied enough.”



Applejack felt nervous too, but Twilight was a total wreck. If she kept pacing like that she’d wear a hole through the floor before they ever got to take this exam. 



“Tell ya what. How ‘bout we both take on this thing together? I’ll stay and cheer you on from the side,” Applejack said.



Twilight tilted her head, then smiled. “I think that would be a big help.”



“That’s what friends do! Best of luck to you, Twi.”



“You too,” Twilight said quietly.



“Next!” A voice called from inside the classroom. “Let’s see… Twilight Sparkle?”



Twilight froze at the sound of her name. Applejack gave her a gentle nudge on the shoulder.



“Go on. You got this.”



Twilight stumbled into the room like she was in a daze. She looked all around, then noticed a cart set up in front of the blackboard. Some kind of huge egg was sitting in it. There were all kinds of birds and critters back on the farm, but Applejack had never seen an egg that huge before.



At the back of the room, a panel of four older ponies—probably teachers—sat observing Twilight as she took her place at the front of the room. 



Twilight stood frozen in front of the egg. Her eye twitched slightly as she stared at it.



Applejack frowned. Hadn’t this filly ever seen an egg before? It sure was big, but it must be like any other sort of egg. All there was to it was to keep them warm and safe and give them plenty of time to hatch. But then, who knew what this test wanted them to do?



Twilight’s eyes darted in Applejack’s direction. She flashed Twilight a quick grin, and it seemed to give her a little bit of confidence.



One of the teachers cleared his throat. “Well?” he asked in a sharp tone.



“Sorry!” Twilight said. “Um… I’ll just…”



What happened next made no sense at all. Twilight tried to point her horn at the egg, digging her hooves into the ground and making faces until it seemed like her eyes would pop out of her head. She walked around it from all sides, even got up on her back leg doing all kinds of strange gestures. Applejack was hardly surprised when nothing happened.



“Are you finished?” the teacher asked. His eyes narrowed as he stared down at Twilight.



With a sigh, and another look at the motionless egg, Twilight nodded slowly. “Sorry for wasting your time,” she murmured.



The teacher shifted his weight in the chair. “Next student, please.”



Scrambling up onto her hooves, Applejack went to take Twilight’s place at the front of the classroom. As Twilight passed by her, she said nothing, and just sat at one of the desks to watch.



Applejack was definitely feeling the pressure now that all the eyes were on her. Not even Twilight had managed to pass whatever this test was, and she had actually studied for it.



With a deep breath, Applejack straightened her hat on her head, then tried to imitate what Twilight had done. She stared hard at that egg, even stood up and waved her front hooves at it a little bit for show.



There had to be some trick to this magic thing. How did ponies do it?



One of the teachers let out a yawn. Applejack felt kind of silly, but what else could she do? Maybe she should just give up now before…



There was a loud bang and a flash of blinding light.



An explosion rocked the room. Applejack was knocked backwards off her hooves, and her hoof flew up instinctively to hold onto her hat. The entire room was aglow with color. Applejack couldn’t even see Twilight, she must be somewhere in the dazzling violet light flooding the room.



She blinked as the light faded. What had just happened? She looked over at the professors. Their stern expressions had been replaced with stunned disbelief.



“Real sorry ‘bout that, y’all. I don’t know what happened!” Applejack said.



“Applejack,” she heard a gentle voice say.



A white wing touched her shoulder, and she looked up to see a beautiful pony standing over her. This mare had both a horn and wings. It took Applejack a moment to realize it must be Princess Celestia herself. She’d only ever heard stories about her, but she was the ruler of all of Equestria.



“Huh?” Applejack said.



“Were you the one who did this?” the Princess asked.



Applejack looked over at the cart, but the egg was gone. A small, scaly creature sucked on its tail and stared at her, sitting in the middle of the fractured eggshell. In the other corner of the room, Twilight sat in a daze, rubbing her horn and wincing.



“Well, uh…” Applejack realized she didn’t know what she had done. “Maybe?”



“You have a very special gift,” Celestia told her. “There was no mistaking the magic power coming from this room. In all the years this school has existed, I have never seen a student with so much potential.”



“Huh?”



“I would like you to become my personal student while you study here at my school. You have amazing talent, and I want to help you learn to control it.”



“Uh, well, gosh. That sure sounds like a mighty big responsibility…”



“Not at all,” Celestia said. “It would be my pleasure to personally guide you in your studies.”



“That’d be…” Applejack started to smile. “I’d be mighty proud to be your student, ma’am.”








It didn’t take long for Applejack to get settled into her new dorm that evening. The room was really comfortable, though pretty small. After everything that had happened, she was ready to relax, but she needed some fresh air. As she stepped outside, she noticed a familiar face coming down the path.



“Twilight! How’d you end up doin’?” Applejack asked. “Sure hope you’re not here to pack up your things already.”



“No. I just barely passed,” Twilight said with a sigh. “I’m lucky I got every single question right on the written portion of the test.”



“Well, that’s good to hear!” Applejack said. “I had to guess on that part. Didn’t even know what half the words meant.”



Twilight reached up and touched her horn. “Ugh. I’ve been having weird headaches ever since whatever you did during that exam.”



“Sorry. I’m still tryin’ to figure out what exactly it was I did myself.”



“Oh, everypony is. They’re all talking about you.”



“Shoot…” Applejack muttered. “I’ve definitely got plenty to write home about tonight. I haven’t even been here a full day yet, and already all this has happened. I mean, I even met the Princess herself! How many other students d’you think Princess Celestia chooses?”



Twilight blinked. “Oh, well, she hasn’t chosen a personal apprentice for the past several years. It’s only the absolute most skilled unicorns that get chosen. It’s a very rare honor,” she said. “Not that I’m jealous or anything, of course! Like I said, I can just… work hard, and prove myself through my studies…”



“Glad there’s no hard feelings,” Applejack said, grinning.



“Of course not!” Twilight gave a shrill laugh. “Who said anything about hard feelings? It’s really great that you get to have private, personal, one-on-one lessons with Princess Celestia. It’s only been my dream since the first time I ever saw the Summer Sun Celebration. I’m just very happy for my new… friend.”



“Thanks, Twi! Don’t know what I’d do without ya.”








Applejack yawned as she followed Twilight to class the next morning. She had been up late trying to read one of those books about magic, but it hadn’t made a lick of sense. She’d even tried to cast a few spells, but she just couldn’t remember what she’d done during the exam, and she certainly couldn’t do it again if she tried.



“I ain’t usually this tired in the mornings,” Applejack said. “I wake up earlier than this to work on the farm all the time…”



“I don’t think I’ve ever met a unicorn who lives on a farm,” Twilight said. “I’ve lived here in Canterlot my whole life. I’ve never actually traveled very far.”



Applejack’s hat slipped down as she walked, and she pushed it back up on her head again. She looked around at the other students with their carefully-styled manes and funny-looking horns. “It sure does feel like I’m the only small-town pony around here.”



“We’d better hurry up. I’d hate to be late to class on my first day,” Twilight said. “That’d just be an even worse first impression than I’ve already made.”



They quickened their pace and trotted into the lecture hall as the bell rang. Most of the seats were already taken. Twilight scanned the room and pointed to a pair of desks at the back of the room near the window.



“Welcome, everypony!” The professor at the front of the classroom pushed up his thick glasses. “Today will be your first official lesson in practical magic. We will be starting with a simple levitation spell, easy enough for any unicorn. This will require some focus of your magical abilities. I’m not looking for precise control at this point, only try to lift your quill several inches above the desk.”



He droned on a bit more, using even more big words Applejack had never heard before in her life. She glanced over at Twilight, who was sitting forward in unblinking attention. How did that filly have so much enthusiasm?



Applejack turned to look out the window next to her. Through the ripples in the glass she could see the street below, a few colored shapes that might be ponies, a few fluffy clouds overhead. It was an awfully nice day outside.



There was an inkpot and quill on the desk in front of her. She stared at them. All Applejack could gather from the lecture was that they were supposed to somehow get it to move without touching it.



Next to her, Twilight was groaning with exertion as she tried to get some reaction out of her quill. It sat on her desk, completely still, no matter how much Twilight gritted her teeth and waved her hooves.



The professor had said this magic stuff was all about focus or something? Well, there was no way Applejack could focus like this. The room was just unbearably stuffy. She was almost starting to miss being out on the farm in the fresh air. She’d just open the window a crack, nothing more.



She reached over to unlatch the window. It was heavy, but with a good push she forced it open. A gust of wind blew into her face.



The quill on her desk flew away from her. Applejack leapt up to try to grab it, but it had already blown across half the room, over the heads of her fellow students. Everyone had turned to stare at her. She quickly shut the window before she could ruin anypony else’s work.



The professor’s jaw hung open.



“Heh. Sorry ‘bout that…” Applejack mumbled.



“Remarkable…” The professor blinked at her.



“Huh?”



The professor trotted over to where Applejack’s quill had landed on the floor. “I have never seen such a young pony master this spell so quickly.” He looked up at her. “Ah, so you’re Applejack! It’s no surprise Princess Celestia was so impressed by you!”



“Uh, no, I don’t think I—“



“For a pony who has only just enrolled in this academy, you are performing magic almost effortlessly. I am impressed!”



Effortlessly…



It hadn’t felt like she’d done magic just now, but then again, it hadn’t felt like anything when she’d hatched the dragon egg either. Besides, she was still figuring out this whole magic business.



Applejack nodded so quickly her hat nearly fell off, but she caught it just in time. “Thank you kindly, sir! I’m just doin’ the best I can.”



Twilight sighed and collapsed facedown over her desk, knocking her quill onto the floor.








After the day’s regular lessons were done, it was time for her first private lesson from the Princess. Applejack had never met real royalty before. Just the walk through the castle alone was nerve-wracking.



There were some white stallions in armor standing guard at the doors to the Princess’s chambers. They looked down at Applejack as she approached, and without a word they opened the door for her.



She climbed the winding staircase of the highest tower of the castle. Not even a full day in Canterlot and here she was, meeting with the Princess of Equestria for private lessons. Twilight had been right—her getting accepted to this school sure hadn’t been any mistake.



At the very top of the tower she found a fancy set of double doors standing open, as if inviting her inside. Applejack peeked through and saw a room lined with bookshelves and a glistening gold telescope pointing out at the starry sky. A fireplace crackled at the far end. In front of it, the Princess sat on the floor reading from a scroll.



Applejack stood in front of the doorway. “Uh…”



“Ah, my new student. Welcome!” Princess Celestia said, the scroll rolling itself up by magic. “Please, come inside. This room is always open to you.”



“Thank you, ma’am.”



Applejack wandered inside, taking in all the sights. The rest of Canterlot had been fancier than anything she’d ever seen, but these royal chambers took the cake.



“The other day when I sensed that powerful magic erupting from the classroom, I knew there must be a very special young unicorn realizing her true potential,” Celestia said. “I have been looking for a pony with your kind of talent.”



“Well, gosh. I’m still tryin’ to figure out what it was I did,” Applejack said.



Celestia smiled. “If magic was so simple to understand, I would hardly need to found a school to teach it. It will all come to you in time.”



“That’s a relief,” Applejack said. “To be honest, up ‘til now I wasn’t even sure if I was supposed to be here.”



“And why would that be?” Celestia asked. “Surely everypony has been welcoming to you.”



“Oh, yes, ma’am! I sure do like it here. Ponyville’s a pretty small town, so I was really lookin’ forward to comin’ here and makin’ new friends,” Applejack said. “I already met this really smart filly named Twilight Sparkle. I think she knows just about everythin’, but I don’t think she’s ever actually had a real friend before me. I sure am glad I met her.”



“That is good to hear.” Celestia nodded. “You already understand what some of the most celebrated unicorns in history could not.”



Applejack blinked at her. “Really?”



“Magic alone can only do so much,” Celestia said. She went to the window and stared up at the full moon, shining bright in the night sky. “It is, after all, a pony’s friends that help her unlock her true potential. I can already tell you have a great destiny ahead of you, Applejack.”








“Princess Celestia said I understand magic better than just about anypony she’s ever met,” Applejack said. “Can you believe that?”



“No,” Twilight said. “No, I can’t.”



It was time for early morning classes again, and they trotted side by side through the hall to their next lesson.



“Me and the Princess talked for hours about all kinds of magic stuff. It’s a lot different than I ever expected,” Applejack said. She paused. “Aw, shoot. I just realized I was there so long I never had time to read that book you lent me.”



“Ooh.” Twilight bit her lip. “Introduction to Interdisciplinary Illusory Incantations? There’s going to be a test on that one next week.”



Applejack scratched her head. “I’ll try to get to it before then, but I’ve got another session with Princess Celestia tonight. I sure wouldn’t want to miss that.”



“I know I wouldn’t. There’s probably all sorts of things you can learn from a one-on-one discussion with the ruler of Equestria, not to mention the most powerful magic user in the world, that you can’t find in some old book, huh?”



“Exactly!” Applejack grinned. “This school’s even more amazin’ than I ever imagined!”



“Oh, of course. It… certainly is,” Twilight muttered.



“Listen, Twi, don’t worry about not bein’ as good at magic as me,” Applejack said. “Princess Celestia said it takes time to learn this stuff. I just know you’ll be a great magic user someday.”



“Yeah. Maybe someday.” Twilight rolled her eyes, and trotted into the classroom.



All the desks had been pushed aside, leaving a wide open space in the center of the room. The other fillies and colts were all gathered around the professor as he explained the lesson.



“Today we will be working on teleportation,” the professor said. “Teleportation is an intermediate-level spell that allows a unicorn to instantly transport themselves to another location. For today’s exercise, I don’t expect you to travel much farther than the length of this room.”



Twilight leaned over to Applejack, a smile on her lips. “I’ve read a lot about this,” she whispered. “I’ve heard the most powerful unicorns can teleport not only themselves, but other ponies as well!”



“Sounds complicated,” Applejack said. She tried to catch what the professor was explaining. “They really expect us to be able to do this?”



“Well, it shouldn’t be a problem for you,” Twilight said. “I just hope I don’t completely mess up again this time…”



“Spread out, everypony!” the professor called out. “Give your fellow students enough space to safely cast the spell.”



All the students shuffled around, forming a line on one half of the room.



Applejack stood motionless. She concentrated as hard as she could on moving herself across the room, but without actually moving. This magic stuff sure could be confusing.



She looked over at Twilight, who as usual wasn’t calm and collected at all. She was bent down, fighting against the pink light flickering around her horn. Sweat was rolling down her forehead. Applejack smiled and turned away. Maybe if Twilight could just learn to relax, she could get the hang of this.



Suddenly Twilight was thrown backwards as a bolt of light shot out of her horn. It ricocheted off the walls, hit the light hanging from the ceiling, and for a split second Applejack saw it headed right for her. She froze, squeezing her eyes shut.



She heard Twilight gasp. “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” Her voice sounded distant.



Blinking, Applejack opened her eyes. She looked around, then noticed Twilight standing on the far end of the room. Along with the rest of the class.



“How’d you get all the way over there?” Applejack said.



“Well done, Applejack!” The professor trotted over to her side and patted her on the shoulder. “Once again, you’re ahead of the class!”



Twilight galloped over. “I’m really sorry, Applejack! I lost control. That spell nearly hit you. If you hadn’t teleported out of the way at the last second, you probably could’ve been seriously hurt!”



Applejack scratched her head. She’d just done magic again and she still had no idea how. “Just be more careful next time, y’hear?”



Twilight nodded. “Yeah.”



They trotted back across the room to rejoin the other students practicing magic. Applejack closed her eyes. She was really getting the hang of this magic stuff. She’d do this again, she’d just have to remember what it was she did the first time…








As the class was dismissed and the students poured out into the hall, Twilight was oddly quiet. She stared down at her hooves, not looking Applejack in the eye.



“Somethin’ the matter?” Applejack asked.



Twilight gave a heavy sigh. “I, um… wanted to apologize.”



“It’s nothing to get all worked up about. Your spell missed me. I’m fine.”



“No, it’s not that.” Twilight shook her head. “When that happened, I almost seriously hurt you. And in that moment I realized I was really worried about you. And also, I wanted to say I haven’t been a very good friend lately.”



“Now, what the hay do you mean?”



“I’ve just been so jealous of all your talent. I thought that I could become a great unicorn just by reading books, so when I see you doing all these amazing things all by yourself, I couldn’t help it. I just wish I had your talent.”



“I was never tryin’ to show off,” Applejack said. “I may have more natural talent, but you definitely know more about magic than I do. We should be workin’ together.”



“It’s just been hard for me to admit that you’re a much better unicorn than I am,” Twilight said. She smiled weakly. “So… can we start over?”



Applejack nodded. “Of course we can.”



Twilight put her hooves around her and drew her in close for a hug. As they leaned closer together, her horn bumped the brim of Applejack’s hat and knocked it to the ground.



“Whoops!” Applejack swept her hat up off the ground and patted the dust off before placing it back on her head. She straightened it until it was comfortable and wouldn’t fall over her eyes, then turned back to Twilight. “Sorry. Happens all the time.”



Twilight stared at her with an expression of horror.



“Uh… Somethin’ wrong?” Applejack asked.



“Your… your horn…” Twilight stammered.



“What are you talkin’ about? I don’t have a horn,” Applejack said, frowning. “Never have, in fact.”



Twilight’s face twisted as she stared at her. She could barely get any words out. Then, finally: “How?”



“What do you mean, ‘how’? What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”



“How are you doing all this magic without a horn?” Twilight cried, her voice cracking. “You’re not even a unicorn! This school is called Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns! How did you… Why did you come here?”



“I already told you I don’t understand how this magic stuff works,” Applejack said.



Twilight took a deep breath. “I… I think I’m going to go talk to the deputy headmaster.”








“And that’s the story of how I got expelled from Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns,” Applejack finished. “Oh, uh, and I got my cutie mark after I came back to work on the farm. Been here ever since!”



The three fillies stared up at her.



“So that explains why the new librarian never talks to you,” Apple Bloom said.



“Maybe… We could sneak into that school too and pretend to be unicorns! Then we’d get our cutie marks too!” Sweetie Belle said.



“But you already are a unicorn,” Scootaloo said. “Come on, let’s go. Me and Apple Bloom are going to need to find some hats.”
      

      
   
      Parental Attachment


      

      
      
         “Welcome!” Cheerilee said as she opened the door and let another shaft of the schoolhouse’s light out into the night. “Welcome to our open house!”



Her grin seemed a little forced. Still, Scootaloo smirked back at her. “Thanks, Miss Cheerilee! I put this on the schedule long ago so there’d be no chance of missing it.” On her left, a pegasus mare that shared her coloring nodded. On her right, a blue pegasus stallion with yellow mane and tail smiled.



“We wouldn’t miss this for the world,” he said, giving Scootaloo’s mane a tousle. “We’ve heard great things about your class from our daughter.”



“I-I guess I just didn’t expect you to actually show up. When Scootaloo said…”



Scootaloo’s smirk only grew. “Sorry, but they’re always so busy. That’s why I put it on the calendar as soon as I knew a date.”



Leaving an open-mouthed teacher behind her, Scootaloo strolled over to her desk. “This is where I sit. Apple Bloom sits over there, and Sweetie Belle here,” she said, pointing out each in turn.



Her mother ran a hoof over the faux-wood finish. “That’s wonderful, dear. And I’ll just bet that’s your artwork hanging on the wall over there.”



Scootaloo blushed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Uh… yeah. Not my best, but I thought it captured Rainbow Dash’s awesomeness.”



“It certainly does,” her father said. “Why won’t you ever allow us to hang these things up at home?”



Scootaloo didn’t answer. She just led them over to the refreshments table and helped herself to a few cookies.  Her parents both eagerly dug into the punch and finger sandwiches, and… Jeez, she wished they’d behave themselves a little better.  But that wasn’t important. What was important was simply their presence. “Please chew with your mouth closed,” she did hiss at them, though.



“Huh?” her mother said after guzzling down the last of her punch.



Scootaloo burped. She blushed a bit, but… that had drawn the attention of just the right pony.



“Rude much?” Silver Spoon asked, glaring at Scootaloo and wrinkling her nose as if she’d just farted next to her and walked away.



“And this is Silver Spoon,” Scootaloo said to her parents. “One of the biggest bi—er, names in the class.”



Silver Spoon raised an eyebrow. “Either one will do, blank flank.”



“Well, looky here,” Scootaloo answered with a gesture to the adults hanging close by her side. “Seems you were wrong. I did bring them with me.”



Silver Spoon pricked her ears and leaned defiantly forward. “So you hired a couple actors. Big whoop.”



“Nope.” Scootaloo closed her eyes and turned her nose up. “Not by a long shot. Go ahead. Test ’em.”



“What did Diamond Tiara blackmail Scootaloo with a picture of?” she immediately barked.



“Our awesome daughter making a dangerous and daring controlled flight into the terrain. Mud, specifically,” the mother responded.



“Pfft. Whatever. You must be so proud,” Silver Spoon replied. She rolled her eyes toward Scootaloo’s father, who was busy jamming a hoof in his mouth to dislodge an oat from his back teeth. “If that’s what you consider parents, you’re welcome to them.”



“Well, boy howdy, it’s mighty nice to finally make y’all’s acquaintance,” Applejack called from behind them. Silver Spoon merely shook her head and trotted off.



Scootaloo’s parents turned as one and stared back, toothy grins fixed on their faces. Applejack’s eyes shifted back and forth between them for a minute, but she didn’t get any response. “Um… my name’s Applejack,” she said, her hoof making an exaggerated stab toward her own chest. Still silence. “What’re yours?”



Scootaloo had about broken into a sweat when Applejack leaned toward her and shielded her mouth with the back of a hoof. “Foreign types, are they? Mind translatin’?”



“Oh, uh… yeah. Yeah.” Scootaloo scratched behind her ear. “Her-o name-o es Applejack.” She totally sold it with a big smile.



“How come I’ve never met them?” Apple Bloom said as she emerged from behind her sister. “I’ve gone to your place a bunch of times.”



With a little laugh, Scootaloo shrugged. “They’re just so busy. Dad’s the senior hail advisor to the mayor of Cloudsdale, and Mom’s the head snowflake inspector.” She wobbled on her feet, but maybe Apple Bloom hadn’t noticed…



“You don’t look so good,” Apple Bloom said with a frown. “You okay?”



“Yeah, yeah, no problem. Look, I gotta go, okay? See you tomorrow?” Without waiting for an answer, she sidled back over to the refreshments table, where her mother gulped down two more cups of punch, and then she left.








Scootaloo soared over the landscape. In this weather, she knew she’d find thermal columns rising from the spots of exposed rock near the edge of the forest. So she aimed for those and got a serious boost, up above the highest clouds. From their vantage point on the ground, even Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon had to gasp. They’d never seen expert flying like this before, and they likely never would again.



It took her a good couple of minutes to dive back down to the ground, but when she did, those two waited to lift her up and parade her back into the classroom. She put on her most gracious smile and accepted their frantic cheering.



“Scootaloo?”



“Yes, Miss Cheerilee,” she mumbled, “it’s fine if you call this ‘Scootaloo Day’ from now on. I’ll grant you a trademark waiver.”



“Scootaloo!”



She jerked her head up off her desk to the raucous laughter of the class. Well, most of it. But right then, Cheerilee’s scowling face had occupied all the attention she had to give. “Scootaloo, please stay inside during recess. You can give me a good hundred lines of ‘I will not fall asleep in class’ on the blackboard.”








“You do look pale,” Sweetie Belle remarked as the Cutie Mark Crusaders walked home from school. “You sure you didn’t catch a bug or something?”



“I’m fine,” Scootaloo replied. The strap of her bookbag slid a little out of her grip.



Apple Bloom turned a skeptical eye on her. “You wolfed down your lunch like it was your last meal and then asked everypony else if they had some candy.”



“I’m fine.”



Sweetie Belle came up alongside her and leaned a shoulder into her. It did feel nice and warm. “Look, are your parents not feeding you enough? If you’re going to bed hungry, please come over to my house. We’d love to fix you a plate.”



“Same goes for me,” Apple Bloom chimed in. “If anypony doesn’t leave Sweet Apple Acres full to the gills, we haven’t done our jobs.”



“I’m fine.”



Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom shared a glance, but then Sweetie Belle peeled off from the group when they passed by Carousel Boutique. “This is my stop. See you tomorrow, girls!”



“What, no crusading today?” Apple Bloom groaned.



“Ugh,” Sweetie Belle said with a grimace, “too much homework today.”



“Oh. Yeah.” Scootaloo continued on in silence until her turn came to break away from the road. “Talk to you tomorrow.”



“Alright,” Apple Bloom said, but she paused after a few more steps. “And Scootaloo?”



“Yeah?”



“Please do come by for dinner if you need to. We’d love the company.”



“I’m fine.”








Sweetie Belle put on the last bit of her costume and peered through the small gap in the curtain. “There’s Rarity, Mom and Dad! And Apple Bloom, your family’s here, too!” She craned her neck to see up and down the rows of seats and frowned. “But the two we reserved for Scootaloo’s parents are still empty.”



“’S alright,” Scootaloo said with a shrug. “I figured they’d be working tonight anyway.”



Apple Bloom raised an eyebrow. “You really don’t care?”



“I’m used to it. No big deal.” Why did they make so much out of it? She figured all kids’ parents were like this. Here sometimes, not others, nothing to worry about. “Just some kids’ play,” Scootaloo said.



“Yeah, but it’s their kid’s play!” Apple Bloom replied, waving a hoof toward the audience.



Scootaloo cocked her head. What difference did that make? It was still a crummy kids’ play.








Pinkie had thrown a big reception party at Sugarcube Corner afterward. Of course, she barely needed an excuse to host a party, but Scootaloo wouldn’t complain about it. And her parents had shown up, too. They wouldn’t leave her side, but then she didn’t want them to.



“Oh, they… came for the reception?” Sweetie Belle asked. She held out a hoof. “I missed you at the open house at school. I’m glad to meet you!”



Scootaloo’s father returned the hoofshake and opened his mouth, but he remained silent. His wife finished gulping down a slice of cake, and then he said, “Nice to meet you, too! Scootaloo has told us a lot about you. In fact, if you’d like to know what she wants for her birthday, we could tell you.”



“Uh… um…”



“Mr.- and Mrs.-a-loo!” Pinkie shouted. “I’ve never met you before, even though I’ve known Scootaloo a long time, and if I’ve never met you before, we’re not friends yet, but now we are, and I have to throw you a new friends party tomorrow night!” Her eyes impossibly wide, she stood there with her chest heaving while Scootaloo’s parents stared back at her.



Scootaloo’s mother waited until her husband had taken a long drink and choked down a mouthful of candy. He even grabbed a few spoonfuls of sugar from the bowl near the teapot. “Sure…” she said, but tomorrow might be tough to pull off. Give us another three days, and you’ve got a deal!”



Pinkie cocked her head for a moment, then broke into a big grin. “Absotively!”



Wedged in between her parents, Scootaloo beamed. They each draped a wing over her back. “We just love our awesome daughter!” they said. All three moved toward the ice cream counter, but they nearly stumbled—Scootaloo’s legs had never felt so heavy.



“Um… maybe we should call it a night,” she said with a forced grin and hustled for the door.








Scootaloo jerked her eyes open when she felt the hoof press against her forehead. “Doesn’t seem like she has a fever,” Sweetie Belle remarked.



“Ain’t you gonna finish your lunch?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Uh, yeah.” Scootaloo forced herself upright in her seat and took the last bite of her carnation sandwich. Then she unpacked the apple from her lunchbox.



“Here,” Apple Bloom said, shoving another next to it, “take mine, too. You’re lookin’ pale again.”



“I’m fine.”



Sweetie Belle directed a tight-lipped smile at Apple Bloom. “Scootaloo, we’re worried about you. You look sick, but your parents don’t seem to care. Are they even home right now?”



“No.” Why would they care? Parents love their kids, but other than that, they’re just another couple of ponies living there. She’d always looked out for herself perfectly fine.



“You…” Sweetie Belle started, but she snapped her mouth shut. Apple Bloom patted her shoulder, and she took a sharp breath. “You mind if we come over after school?”



What were they on about? “Sure. Got some crusading ideas?”



They shrugged at each other. Just about anything might result in a cutie mark, she supposed, but if they wanted to keep it a surprise, fine.








Scootaloo dashed up the stairs with her two friends in tow, and when she got to her room, she plopped into her chair so hard that it nearly tipped over. All three seats had been arranged in a circle with a small table in the middle. She’d set out a plate of cookies and a pitcher of lemonade.



It may not have been much, but she could pull off a proper social as well as anypony. Even if the thought of a proper social made her gag, but she got the sense that she’d better start demonstrating that ability.



The other two took their seats but kept their eyes turned away. “Scootaloo,” Sweetie Belle said, “it’s time we had a talk.”



Scootaloo’s heart sank, and her chest got all tingly. She gaped at each in turn, but they still wouldn’t look at her. “I-is this one of those in-inter… interventilations?”



Sweetie Belle whipped her head around and raised an eyebrow.



“If you mean where we tell you you’ve been actin’ a durn fool, then yes,” Apple Bloom said with a quick nod. She wore a frown now, not the timid smile she’d had for the past few days.



Letting out a long sigh, Scootaloo rubbed her eyes. “Look, girls, I—”



“We had a nice discussion with Pinkie Pie after the party last night,” Sweetie Belle said. She pursed her lips. “You’ve been acting very strange lately, so we told Pinkie all the weird stuff we’ve seen.”



“We never even heard o’ your parents before,” Apple Bloom added. “And suddenly, here they show up at an open house and a party.”



Sweetie Belle squinted and ran her gaze up Scootaloo’s body, but Scootaloo couldn’t figure what she might be looking for. Unless she knew, but… her eyes didn’t pause anywhere. No, at the end! She lingered a little on—



“They stuck close to you, like they were helping you hide something,” Sweetie Belle continued. “Then the next day, both times, you look like death warmed over. It took Pinkie to help us put it all together, though.”



They both leaned forward with an edge to their glares. “And they didn’t eat anythin’ close to real food,” Apple Bloom said flatly. “Not even Pinkie can guzzle sugar like that. I don’t think they actually needed it.”



The coat on the back of Scootaloo’s neck stood on end. She considered bolting for the door, but… too late!



Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom pounced at her and wrestled her to the ground. Before she could put up a fight, they had her pinned, but she kicked free of Sweetie Belle’s grip and spun away from Apple Bloom, though she lost a couple of feathers in the process. She darted for the hallway. But Sweetie Belle slammed the door shut and ran over to block the window.



Buzzing up near the ceiling, Scootaloo surveyed the stony faces below. “You can’t stay up there but so long,” Apple Bloom growled.



Apple Bloom was right. Scootaloo had gotten tired already, and she had to concentrate on keeping them from seeing—she couldn’t even flap fully!



And soon enough, she sank. Apple Bloom was right there to tackle her, and she couldn’t even put up a fight anymore. “Pinkie figured it out,” Apple Bloom said. Scootaloo clamped her wings down hard, but… Apple Bloom ran a hoof up her neck and peered closely at it. “I don’t know what kind o’ bargain you made, but those two are clearly vampires!”



What!?



“They feed on you, leaving you all drained,” Sweetie Belle added. “Then they stand close by so nopony can see your neck, then make a show of eating junk food, but they don’t even know what real ponies eat!” She nearly had tears in her eyes.



“No, Sweetie Belle, they’re not—”



“Save it!” Apple Bloom barked. She roughly rolled Scootaloo over and checked the other side of her neck. But finding nothing, she scratched her head. “I-I don’t get it. Where they bitin’ you?”



Scootaloo pounded a hoof on the floor, set her jaw, and held back her tears. “They’re not.”



“Then what?” both girls said.



After grinding her teeth for a minute, Scootaloo opened the wing that wasn’t pinned beneath her. All the way—she stretched it toward the ceiling. And tucked way up in the corner sat a wrinkled flap of skin, hanging by a short, densely veined cord.



Scootaloo closed her eyes, and she could feel the tissue pulsing with her own heartbeat, inflating. She looked at her friends again, who both sucked in a shuddering breath. “Hello, girls!” her mother said.



“Sh-she…” Sweetie Belle started, but she never finished.



Apple Bloom backed a step toward the door. “What the hay is this!?”



“Relax,” Scootaloo said. “She can’t hurt you.”



“Y-you’re controlling her?” Sweetie Belle squeaked.



No longer held down by Apple Bloom, Scootaloo and her mother walked back to the table. Her father slowly joined them. She drank down a cup of lemonade while her mother’s mouth worked to say something, but no sound came out. As soon as Scootaloo finished—



“—Can’t talk if I can’t, because they share the same breathing as me.”



Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle shared a glance.



“The same stomach as well,” the stallion said.



A light went on in Apple Bloom’s eyes. “A-and the same blood, right? You can’t last long tryin’ to pump a filly-sized supply through all three o’ you.”



Scootaloo’s father nodded. “So I had them eat up some sugary snacks to give me a little energy boost. Doesn’t help much, though.”



Finally, Scootaloo let her tears go. What would they think of her? Some kind of monstrosity, for sure. She’d have to give them up.



“How’d you do it?” Sweetie Belle asked.



She might as well tell them. Scootaloo opened the bottom drawer of her nightstand and took out several blossoms of poison joke.



Her friends stared for a minute longer.



“That is awesome!” Apple Bloom erupted.



“Yeah!” Sweetie Belle nodded vigorously. “Do you think they could get us into some action movies?”



“Take us on the roller coaster?”



“Get us excused from school?”



“Let us into the pool at that snooty country club?”



Scootaloo coughed. And then she broke into a huge grin. “Yeah, maybe, but more to the point: we need to think about how we can use this to get our cutie marks.”



“Yeah!” the other two shouted.



“Cutie Mark Crusaders parasitic equumunculus exploitation go!”
      

      
   
      Mark of Destiny


      

      
      
         I almost went to Equestria right at the beginning, after Kevin scored three perfect rounds in a row.



We were crowded around my Playstation X—me, Kevin, and James, who was staring open-mouthed at the statistics on the screen. I dropped my controller on the coffee table. "You're seriously trying to tell me this is the first time you've played Marevil Vs. Capcom?"



Kevin slapped his hip. "Swear to god. It's all in the ass-tat."



"No. No, it isn't, because they did not let you through a tightly regulated cross-dimensional portal to get a kiddie-mark in video games. Where's the hidden camera?"



Kevin shrugged. "I told you, they're taking the program public soon. The State Department made an offer they couldn't refuse in exchange for this year's foreign aid package. Dad pulled some strings to get me in at the front of the line, before the big public announcement." His smile broadened. "That career on the pro Empirecraft circuit I've talked about? That's peanuts now, man. I can do that in my spare time in between breaking every speedrun record in the book."



I shook my head, stood up, and stomped into the kitchen for a beer. "Dude. Even if that's true, if there's anything we've learned from Equestria, it's that magic doesn't work on Earth. Therefore, getting a kiddie-mark did not just turn you into the world's best gamer. You're pranking us."



"Don't be stupid," James cut in. "Unicorns can't cast spells here, but the tramp stamps work. Otherwise they wouldn't have sent all those soldiers through for them." He turned to Kevin. "How do we sign up?"



"We'll swing by my place after the pizza gets here. I can get you on the short list." Kevin raised his voice and called into the kitchen. "I'm serious, Mark. This is for real. You in?"



Despite my denials, I had to stop and think about it.



"How much did it run you?" I called back, taking a swig from the bottle.



"Thirty mil."



I sprayed beer over half the counter. 



"Sweet Jesus, Kevin. Some of us aren't trust-fund kids here."



"So get a finance mark. Or a luck mark, and buy a lottery ticket. You'll make it back in a week."



"No! That's…" 



Cheating, I didn't say. 



Not what I want for my life, I didn't say. 



"…way too much hassle." 



"Eh," he said. "Suit yourself."








A few weeks later, James came back with an empty speech bubble on his hip, a girl on each arm, and a triumphant smirk on his face.



"So what's that supposed to mean?" I asked him.



"It's a symbol of how incredible he is in bed," one of his arm-candies said with a giggle, and kissed him on the cheek.



"It's amazing!" James said. "I can convince women of anything. No more negging. No more LMR. I just have to tell them how awesome I am, then tell them to leave once we're done."



"You…buh…what!?" I sputtered, then set my beer down on the table and pointed at the door. "James, that's not funny, and that's not cool. Get out. Now."



"Chill out, man, girls all secretly want it like that."



"Oh!" I lowered my finger, ashamed I hadn't realized that earlier. "Uh…sorry."



"No worries. Hey, they've been trying to jump me all the way across town. Can I use your bedroom for a bit?"



"Sure," I said, chastened. It was the least I could do.



It hit me about five minutes in, around the time I heard my lamp fall off my bedside table amid shrieks and giggles. 



I slammed the door open. "You son of a bitch. Out. Now."



"Chrissake, Mark! Let me finish!"



"Oh! Uh…sorry."



I was in the middle of writing out a furious note to James when he staggered out of my room, pulling his pants back on. "Sorry about the lamp. I'll buy you a new one."



My fury instantly dissipated. "Thanks, man." I gritted my teeth, feeling my throat choke up, and almost threw my letter away; his amazing generosity was making what I had to say all the harder. "But, still, James…please. You can't do this, and I can't be your friend while you do. Go get help."



"Aw, c'mon. You don't mean that."



I sobbed, stood up, and threw my arms around him. "No, buddy. I don't."



"It's cool, it's cool. Listen…Mark." He peeled me away, held me at arm's length, and gazed intently into my eyes. "You're right, breaking your lamp wasn't okay. Lemme make it up to you with some advice." He leaned in. "Go to Equestria. Screw the cost—get some loans or something. It'll be the best decision you ever make."



James and his girls left while I was calling the signup hotline number he'd given me. I'd already given them all my personal information and was halfway through the background check when I came to my senses.



I slammed down the phone, unplugged it from the wall, yanked my computer's power cord out, shut all the curtains, and deadbolted the door. 



It would be two days before I dared to go outside.








The first ads started running the following week. UNLOCK YOUR POTENTIAL, they said. No details. No success stories. In those early days, it was all about word of mouth.



It exploded all over the news when one of the first Marked came back with a pair of dice on his hip, bought a single lottery ticket in a convenience store, and promptly paid off his trip with his jackpot. Two days later, the stock market spiked, crashed, and staggered to an unexpected recovery; within hours, the Forbes 400 had six new faces.



I realized that James had been right about exactly one thing, and picked up my phone. But overnight, the portal waiting list had stretched into years.



The sports leagues and the Olympics banned Marking. The entertainment industry had no such scruples; within the month, every new musical act was almost literally addictive. The political scandal blew up when a Marked journalist took secret photos of a handshake icon on President Rand's hip. The impeachment vote crumpled when a different newspaper published leaked hip-shots of four opposition leaders.



Harvard, Princeton, and Yale announced deals to supplement their schooling with a Mark upon graduation. The NML was born as Marked teams began to play exhibition games, and the athletic leagues schismed as that crack burst open the dam. A law to ban workplace discrimination based on Marking sputtered out in Congress, as corporations poured money into lobbyists and ad campaigns touting the revolutions in science, medicine, and industry created by their Marked employees.



The waiting lists turned into vague promises. 



Two years later, I found an envelope with no return address in my mail. Inside was a picture of a table lamp, a signed and stamped Equestrian processing form with my information filled in, and a two-sentence letter. 



You tried to tell me, it said. Make better use of yours than I did.








Equestria was bright. Too bright. The soaring antechamber of the Department of Marks had no skylights, and was lit only by a few strips of fluorescent lights on the distant ceiling, but I wasn't the only one squinting as we stepped down from the portal and shuffled through the maze of barrier ropes toward the rows of clerks.



I reached a red line on the floor with a set of shoeprints painted in front of it. "Next," a horned white pony wearing metal barding intoned, while the human soldier alongside him stood at parade rest. I stepped forward onto the prints, and the human soldier glanced up and down at me and nodded. "Next," the pony said.



Shortly afterward, I reached another line on the floor in front of the row of grey, boxy clerk's booths. I stopped at the line, next to a yellow-coated, orange-maned pony dressed in what I could only describe as a drab full-bodied suit. A green light flashed up above one of the booths far to my right. "Number twenty-one," the pony said without looking at me. "Next." 



Number 21 was occupied by a tired-looking mint-green unicorn slouched in a disturbingly human fashion in a padded fabric office chair. Unlike the guard-pony and the line-pony, she was naked save for a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles and a green accountant's visor; some sort of golden harp-thing was clearly visible on her flank. "Papers," she said, and an insubstantial golden glow snatched my processing form and photo ID out of my hands before I could even set them down on the counter. I jumped, jerking my hands back, and blinked rapidly, looking at the matching glow of her horn. 



I'd watched magic on TV, in the shows that used pony actors and an Equestrian setting as a production gimmick, but that was a very different thing from seeing—feeling—it in person. The brief contact with the weird glow had left my hands tingling, and the aura had a strange depth to it, as if space itself wasn't quite obeying normal rules.



As the shock of the magic faded away, a different sort of unease settled in. I couldn't tear my eyes off of her flanks. What was this unicorn doing here? Shouldn't she be in a concert hall somewhere?



I was belatedly snapped back to reality by my name. "Mumblety-something Mark," she said, flattening my form on her side of the counter and lighting her horn again to wrap its aura around something I couldn't see. 



"Yes, ma'am?"



Her eyes narrowed. The flat line of her mouth across her muzzle tugged into a frown. "I said—" and her tone was surprisingly frosty, even given her expression—"type of Mark."



"Oh! Well…" I worked my jaw, but my brain supplied nothing for it to say. "I…don't know?" 



She stared at me for a moment before closing her eyes. Her hornglow sputtered and relit, lifting her spectacles off of the bridge of her nose, and she turned her head to the side as she raised a forehoof to massage her temple. "Form T-42, please," she said in a carefully controlled tone.



"I, uh…" I made a doubly pointless show of searching my pockets. "I don't have one."



"Yes, you do. You couldn't have gotten this approved without it."



"My friend handled the paperwork."



She opened her eyes then, staring up at me for a moment before silently shifting her raised hoof to the bridge of her nose.



"Look, I…this was a bad idea." I took a half-step backward. "I'll just go."



"Mis-ter MacKen-zie," she said, voice wavering for a moment before returning to its tight lack of affect, "I've already gotten one writeup this month. An incident would result in not only your arrest, but also the termination of my employment. Please…I am begging you…help me do my job."



I shuffled back up to the counter, glancing back at the line of milling people guiltily. "I'm sorry."



"We can pretend your T-42 got lost, but I need your cooperation so we're not holding up the line. Is this Mark for academic, professional, spiritual, or recreational reasons?"



"I'm really sorry, ma'am, but I've got no idea. This whole trip was somewhat unexpected. I figured the right idea would find me when I was ready. That's how ponies do it, isn't it?"



She stared up at me, teeth clenched in a grimace. "That's…not…how…this…works," she hissed. "How did you get this form?"



"I told you, a friend handled it."



"You still would have had to sign…" Her voice trailed off as she glanced down at the form. She flipped it over. "Oh."



"Oh?"



Her horn lit, and a rubber stamp flew across the counter to leave a circle of red on the front side of my form. "Looks like Destiny's smiling today. You have interesting friends, Mister Mackenzie."



"I what now?"



"Continue to your right. Follow the exit arrows. Have a pleasant visit." She shoved the form into my hands, then turned from me and pressed a button to her side. The green light atop her booth lit up.



"Wait, how—"



"Have. A. Pleasant. Visit."



A tingling pressure shoved at my butt, and I was vomited out of the far side of her booth, staggering for several steps and bouncing off of two people before catching my balance. The big linebacker-looking guy I'd collided with glared at me. "Sorry," I said for the too-manyth time that day.



Past the booths, there were no more barrier ropes—only waves of humans flowing toward a long grey hallway with big red arrows on the walls. I let myself get swept up in the tide, shuffling toward the literal light at the end of the tunnel.



Loudspeakers crackled to life in the ceiling. "Salutations, Citizens of Earth," a deep, flat voice said. "On behalf of the Diarchy, We wish to welcome you to Equestria, and express Our wishes that obtaining your Cutie Mark is a personally fulfilling experience. Kindly remember that the Department of Marks offers limited entry passes, not tourism visas. You are allotted one hour of travel time, fifteen minutes for Cutie Mark acquisition, and up to one hour of personal time outside the Department of Marks facility. This message shall repeat."



The pedestrian flow brought me to the door, and my feet stepped into Equestrian sunlight. I squinted against the blinding rays of an unfamiliar star. The sun was too large. Too bright. Oddly, not too hot.



The crowd pushed me forward into the street, and the loudspeaker's droning message faded behind me. "Salutations, Citizens of Earth…"



I worked my way sideways against the dissipating crowd, finding a spot to myself against the poured-concrete foundations of the Department building. I took a few deep breaths, letting my eyes finish adjusting. A tall woman in a candy-blue business suit, about my age, took refuge from the crowd in the same lull. She was glancing animatedly around, her gaze sweeping over the tall concrete buildings and down the promenade toward what looked like a street but was devoid of cars. Every few seconds, she'd glance down at a black-and-white paper map in her hands, and on one of those glances, her eyes slid sideways to meet mine.



"Isn't this amazing?" she said, giving me a bright smile. "Look at this. We're here, actually here, on Equestria. Another world!" She pointed at an ugly purple tree-like crystal growth in the distance. "Oh, that must be the Friendship Palace!"



"Yeah," I said, "pretty exciting. Where'd you get the map?"



She flipped her map over to reveal a form that looked identical to mine. "It's right on the back of your zed-two-twenty-five."



I fished my own form back out of my pocket. Its back side was labeled "For Canterlot Use Only" and had a bunch of incomprehensible departmental codes, some signatures, and a stamped seal similar to the clerk's but with some sort of heart insignia in the center. "Not this one. Is there some sort of tourist welcome center around?"



She consulted her map. "Yeah. Go down to the street and turn left at the McDonald's. The Everfree Welcome Center is right across from the Starbucks."



"Thanks." I stuck out my hand. "I'm Mark, by the way."



"Lisa." She gave me a short but aggressive handshake.



"So … not to cut into your Equestria visiting time, but how does this whole process work?"



Lisa raised an eyebrow. "Your SI didn't explain it to you?" At my blank look, she sighed. "Sponsoring Institution. Oh, you poor guy. Look…it's really simple. Just go do the thing you're here to get a Cutie Mark for, and poof, as long as you're looking for that Mark, it appears within seconds. It's got something to do with how this world sees us as ponies, and since every adult pony has one, it's desperate to 'fix' us not being marked yet."



I nodded. "So what are you here for?"



"Optimization of clean-room processes for quantum transistors. You?"



"I'm…not sure." I glanced down the street at the crystal spire. "Is there actually a Mark for that? I mean, not to be racist, but…"



Lisa laughed. "Ponies are smarter than we give them credit for, but you're right, QTs are human technology. That's why Intel set up a satellite office here for Mark training—it's that office building down the street. When I hit CR eng II, they sponsored me in exchange for a 10-year employment contract." Her watch chirped. "Hey, I gotta go, but good luck."



"Yeah," I mumbled as she vanished back into the sprawling crowd of humanity. "Thanks."








I walked. I walked right past the McDonald's, with its window advertising hamburgers priced in dollars, right past the Intel offices, and kept going. I didn't know what I wanted on my hip for the rest of my life, but I knew it wouldn't be something with a corporate logo.



Two blocks later, the human traffic was thinning out. I walked past a few delivery trucks parked alongside the curbs, and for the first time since the clerk in the DoM office, saw a pony. He was a huge, bright red thing, almost the size of a horse, wearing a giant yoke around his neck that was linked to a rickshaw. He plodded evenly through the street, head down, while the couple in his cart laughed and chatted and took pictures of the surrounding buildings.



I kept going.



Another two blocks later, the pavement came to an abrupt halt just past the end of a three-story brownstone office building. The road continued as a muddy stretch of dirt, lined with grass at the margins, twisting between cream-walled thatch-roofed cottages. I had to stop to rub my eyes, then stepped gingerly over the line, feeling like I was finally walking through the portal I'd allegedly crossed ten minutes ago.



A soft breeze blew up, bringing an earthy scent to my nose. 



With one final glance behind me—there was no chance of getting lost; all I had to do was head back to the tall human-style buildings—I walked into the unknown.



The road was slightly squishy beneath my shoes. There was no traffic—pony or otherwise—though I did seem to be following along a pair of wheel-ruts from that red pony's rickshaw. As the whirr of fans and hum of generators faded behind me, I began to hear the hesitant chirps of birds. At one point, the road went over a tiny rise as the bridge underfoot spanned a dry creekbed.



I realized as I walked that the road was heading into what looked like some sort of market square—a large, open area ringed with more of those oddly identical cottages and a number of stranger structures. One in particular caught my eye: it had that same cream-colored siding, but the roof looked like it had been ripped off of a gingerbread house, and there was some sort of tower-like structure plopped on top that resembled a double-decker cupcake. The scent of pastry drifted my way from it, and my stomach rumbled in response. I realized that, in between the plane trip and all the waiting at the portal, I hadn't eaten since breakfast.



The sound of weeping from a table near the windows caught my ears as I opened the door. "…just can't," a thin female voice whispered. "I just can't stay."



"Fluttershy," a second, firmer female voice said, "I don't care what the bank is telling you, they will not make you move."



I very deliberately didn't look at them as I tiptoed forward to the display counter holding racks of neon-colored lollipops and cupcakes. Not my business.



"You don't understand. I can't. Not with the city only a hundred hooves away…and with the stream gone…and Harry, yesterday, he got too close, and…and…they…" The first voice collapsed into incoherent sobbing.



"Fluttershy. Listen to me," the second voice said, gently, pleadingly. "I promise you, as your friend, we will take care of this. Don't leave. Don't."



"I have to. I'm sorry."



"You are the strongest pony I've ever known. Please, be strong for me, just for a little bit, and I will make this right."



I glanced behind the counter, my stomach twisting, trying to block out the conversation without much success. There was a stairwell disappearing around a corner toward the second story, a tall, fancy display case with a number of large sheet cakes, and a doorway into a kitchen. Nobody in sight. The counter had a small service bell off to one side, and I hesitantly reached over and tapped the top button, ringing a clear, high tone that made me flinch with its intrusion.



An angular yellow muzzle popped around the corner of the kitchen door, topped by a shock of orange hair. "Yes? Can I help…" he said with a smile that instantly destabilized as we locked eyes. "Oh."



The sobbing from behind me instantly cut off into a strangled gasp. There were several scrapes of wood on wood—"Fluttershy! Wait!"—a few rapid hoofbeats, and a sharp slam as the door behind me burst open, filling the room with sunlight. I glanced back over my shoulder to see a purple pony, wings flared, standing and reaching a hoof over her table toward the door. 



The empty chair across from her, in the process of tipping over, overbalanced and hit the floor with a thump.



"Fewm—" the purple pony snarled, cutting herself off as she realized I was staring. She punctuated the sentence by drawing her outstretched hoof back and slamming it down on the table. She swiveled her head to me, and I realized with a start she also had a horn on her head. "What."



"I," I stammered, memories straining for my attention. A purple winged unicorn…big red-and-white star on her flanks…I'd seen her on TV once or twice, along with the tall white and blue ones. Sweet Jesus, I'd walked in on the Princess of Friendship herself. "Uh, sorry?"



"I'm sure you are," she snapped, then closed her eyes; I could see her forcing in a breath through clenched teeth. "Look," she said, more levelly, "this is really not a good time. What are you even doing here? On Wingsday, all the tour groups are supposed to be in Cloudsdale."



I fumbled in my coat pocket for the form. "I, I'm here for the, for my Mark—"



She cut me off with a humorless laugh. "Oh! Of course you are. Because stars forbid our world is anything more than a source of amazing superhuman powers, right?" A raspberry glow enveloped my hand, yanking it out of my pocket and snatching my form, which leapt through the air toward her. "What magnificently Equestrian specialty are you here for? Subprime lending management? Aquifer extraction? Hunting?"



I shuffled toward the door. "Look, I'm really sorry. I think I should go."



"Stars, no! You've barely been here fifteen minutes and already you've traumatized one of my best friends. Think of how much more you could accomplish with the full two hours." She flipped the form over, and barked a sharp and bitter laugh. "Oh, perfect. No wonder. Just because he gets a royal classification waiver means he thinks he has to make a beeline straight for the nearest princess."



"It's not like that!"



The princess took an ominous step toward me, wings flaring to full extension. "Oh?" she said softly. "What is it like?"



I swallowed. "I–I'm…" I looked around the room for help, but the only other being in sight was the stallion in the kitchen, staring at us in frozen open-mouthed unease. "My friend set this up. I didn't think it was going to be like this. I'm not sure what I came for."



She tossed her head back and let out a strangled, incoherent scream. "You don't even know—" She slammed her hoof down onto the floor, cracking the wood and making both the shopkeeper and I wince. Her body began to heave, somewhere in between laughter and a sob, and she continued more softly as I backed toward the door. "You came to ask for help."



"No, I—"



"It's the easiest bucking thing in the world!" she screamed, flinging my paper back in my face. I stumbled and fell to the floor, desperately wrestling the smothering form out of its raspberry-colored grip. "As long as you're looking for a Cutie Mark, literally anything you do here will rip a superpower out of the beating heart of Harmony! You want a suggestion?" As I jammed the crumpled form in my pocket and crab-scrambled backward, she glanced around the room and picked up a salt shaker from the nearby table. I yelped and dodged as it rocketed in my direction, shattering on the floor behind me. "Eat some salt! Become the world's leading salt expert! Learn fun and exciting facts like how to use it as a broad-spectrum herbicide, raising soil salinity levels so that nothing can ever grow there again! Or how about this one: The acute lethal oral dose of salt for an average equine is 440 grams!" She grabbed another salt shaker, and I bolted for the door. "Learn how to kill us all at once because it's a damn sight kinder than how you're killing us now!"



I dove through the door as the second shaker exploded against it, glass shrapnel slashing across the backs of my hands and neck, a cloud of salt billowing out and raining to the ground.



I scrambled to my feet, ignoring the intense stinging from the lines and dots of red that were rising from my exposed flesh, and sprinted away. Behind me, anguished sobbing echoed from the open door.








I finally risked a glance behind me a few minutes later, after I'd run clean past the last of the cottages and into some sort of forest. Nothing but empty road. Thank goodness the village streets had been so deserted—if anyone had seen me running away from the Princess of Friendship, I probably would have had police closing in on me within moments.



I slowed to a walk, then stopped to lean on a tree, gasping for breath. A tiny part of my brain reminded me that some of the ponies had wings, and my heart froze—but I scanned the skies, and there wasn't anything following me there, either. I sank to the ground with a sob of relief, the heaving of my chest gradually slowing.



There was a thin trickle of muddy water running down a ditch at the side of the road—not enough to drink, but I fished a Kleenex out of my pocket and did what I could to wash the blood scabbing the back of my hands. I took a second Kleenex and cleaned my face and neck. The jacket over my arms was shredded in a few places, but that was the least of my problems.



As I cleaned up, I became gradually aware of a distant, rhythmic thumping noise. I looked up and glanced around the forest. No—the farm. The trees were planted in an evenly spaced grid, and a profusion of plump, red apples hung low from the branches.



Thump.



I stood up on shaky legs and walked toward the source of the noise. Half of me screamed that every pony I'd met had resented my presence and that the princess herself had attacked me, and that I was only inviting more trouble. The other half was too tired to care. If I was in as much trouble as it seemed, wasn't it better to find a pony who wouldn't try to kill me on sight, and turn myself in quietly in hopes calmer heads would intervene? Or maybe, if I was lucky, she'd lend me a phone and I could call the embassy. Wasn't that what embassies existed for?



Thump.



I crested a low rise, and a few rows away, a wooden cart was piled high with empty barrel-slat baskets. Just beyond it, an orange pony whose blond mane was covered by a Stetson hat was staring over her shoulder at a tree. She arched her back, rearing her hind hooves up, and then lashed out at the trunk—



Thump.



—sending a rain of apples plummeting into the buckets around her. She drew in a deep breath, clamped her teeth around a full basket's grip, hoisted it up onto her back, and walked over to load it on the cart.



Midway through the process, she caught a glimpse of me out of the corner of her eye. She froze, swiveled her head, and locked eyes with me for a silent moment. I swallowed and nodded in greeting. She stared for another few seconds, then turned away with a wordless frown and went back to her work.



Full basket to the cart. Empty basket to the next tree in line. I was deliberating the gentlest way to interrupt her when she finally broke the silence: "I'd consider it a kindness if ya bucked your tree rather'n stand there starin'."



"Sorry," I said automatically and shuffled toward her. Thump. Apples rained down, and she began loading the cart.



I watched her walk back and forth for another few seconds, then set my jaw and grabbed a stack of empty baskets, setting them down under the tree across the row from her. I looked up at the clusters of fruit, trying to align the baskets with the thickest concentrations. Thump. I walked over to the trunk, and gave it a toe-first kick, which did nothing but send pain stabbing up my leg. I hopped back, biting back curses, and paused to think about it—then angled myself sideways to the trunk, lifted one leg, and shot it out sideways with a heel strike. The tree shuddered, and a modest torrent of apples spilled downward, scattering fruit all over the buckets, ground, and one or two off my head.



I looked at the mess, winced, and crouched down to start pitching apples into the baskets. Thump. When I was finished, the ground was mostly clear, and most of my baskets were between quarter- and half-full. Thump. I sighed, stood up, and reached up into the head-level branches, grabbing apples one by one; they yielded easily to my touch, and soon I was tossing them down into the baskets at a rapid-fire pace. Thump, thump, from increasingly further up the hill, and then quiet hoof-falls approaching from behind me.



"Gotta move up the cart," she said. "Couldja load on what you got?"



"Sure," I said, heaving a mostly-full basket up with each arm and carrying them over to the cart as she walked alongside me with a basket of her own. Between the two of us, it only took two trips, and then she hitched herself in to the cart-yoke, kicked off the wheel-brake, and began pulling it uphill with a heavy grunt. After a moment's thought, I got behind the cart and pushed. I heard her hoofbeats stagger as she adjusted to the extra momentum, then settle back down. 



"My name's Mark," I said as the cart trundled along.



"Mm-hm," she responded.



She set her handbrake again, grabbed a stack of empty baskets, and headed toward the nearest tree. She halted at the scrape of wood on wood as I took the next stack and began to walk toward the tree beside her.



"Mark," she said, "stop."



I froze. "Sorry."



"If you ain't got your Cutie Mark from kickin' that last tree, you are beyond my help. And if you did, no offense, but I need a row of half-bucked trees like I need root rot."



"I, uh…" The surreality of the situation finally crystallized, and I fumbled to give her an explanation I didn't have myself. "That's not why I'm here, ma'am."



She regarded me dubiously, one eyebrow drifting upward. "You're on a Z-225, ain'tcha? You've gotta be. Young man alone on a Wingsday."



"I am, but I'm not here for a Cutie Mark in tree-kicking."



"Then what are you doing here?"



"To be honest," I said, "I've been asking myself that a lot today."



The pony's mouth opened and moved, but no words came out. The harsh lines of her expression drifted. The corner of her mouth twitched. I winced inwardly, hoping I wasn't about to have to start dodging apple baskets.



Then she hung her head. "I'm sorry."



"I'm s—" I said automatically before her words caught up with me. "Wait, what?"



She trotted toward me and lifted a forehoof. I reflexively flinched, but she just stood there with the hoof hanging toward me. "Can't say as you're much of an applebucker, but your heart's in the right place, and I'm afraid I wasn't too friendly in return. Name's Applejack."



"It's nice to meet you." I gingerly took the offered hoof in both hands, and she gave my arms an intimidatingly strong shake. "Do you, uh, mind if I stick around? Is there a better way I can help?"



"After how I treated you, you're still askin' to do me a good turn?" She glanced around, and tapped her chin with a hoof. "Well, with those arms of yours, you seem to have a way with those baskets. Willin' to haul some apples to the cart?"



"I'd love to," I said, and meant it.








An hour later—sweaty, exhausted, and hungry—I slung the last basket onto Applejack's second cartload, wiped my brow with a sleeve, and let out a breath. "I probably ought to get back to the portal," I said regretfully. "I don't want to get into any more trouble than I already might be in."



"Right—you're on a Z-225. I'd plumb forgot." Guilt flitted across Applejack's muzzle, to be quickly replaced with curiosity. "Don't sweat a few minutes—the worst they'll do is fine ya, and I can make sure it don't come to that. But, if you don't mind me askin'…what kind of trouble is a human gonna find that don't involve the Royal Guard on their tail?"



I winced. "I upset the Princess of Friendship. I'm not sure why there aren't guards involved, actually. She threw some things at me."



"Twilight what?" Applejack's eyes flew open, and she reached up to rest a hoof firmly on my arm. "Listen, sugarcube. Something ain't right. You stay right here, and I'm gonna get this straightened out."



"You can do that?"



"I can and I will—I swear to you on Papa's hat. Just gonna run up to the farmhouse. Sit tight, and eat all the apples you like."



I clenched her hoof in my hand. "You seriously have no idea how much that means. Thank you."



I watched her gallop off, feeling like I could sob in relief, and felt a smile creep onto my face for the first time that day. Things were looking up.



My stomach rumbled. I reached toward the cart behind me for an apple, only to feel my hand thump into something solid and fuzzy.



"Gaah!" I shouted, whirling around, and almost wet myself at the sight. Looming over me was some sort of…golem-thing…that looked like it was stitched together from a grab bag of mixed animal parts. I backpedaled as fast as my legs would take me, slammed into an apple tree, fell over, and balled up, whimpering, as the monstrosity strolled toward me on one goat hoof and one dragon claw.



"You're a very lucky man, you know," he said in a high, smooth voice, standing over me and offering me a lion's-paw.



"Please don't kill me."



"I almost did. That's why you're lucky." He bent down, grabbed my arm, and hauled me to my feet. "When I heard whispers around town that a human had attacked Princess Sparkle and very nearly injured my dear Fluttershy? I've put up with your kind's intrusion for this long because the Princesses told me it was necessary—that friendship would redeem you the way it did me. But if she truly had been hurt? All bets, as they say, would be off." He held up his other arm—an eagle's claw, with a thick iron bracelet around the wrist, inscribed with gemstones and runes—and in a single smooth motion deformed the claw and pulled the bracelet off. "I'm going to tell you a secret, Mr. Son of Kenzie, to show you how serious I am. They think they have me tamed—that my magic is neutralized. I've let them think that, because it makes everybody feel safer." He grabbed my wrist, turned my hand upright, and dropped the bracelet in it. Then he snapped his fingers, and I was suddenly holding a child-sized blanket. 



"Who—"



"Discord, at my service." He stepped back and gave me an exaggerated bow.



"Why—"



"Purely because Applejack wouldn't have liked me killing you in front of her."



"Er," I said, feeling the blood drain from my cheeks. That hadn't been the question on my mind, though. "But why—"



"But then," he continued, as if I hadn't spoken, "after I watched you helping her, I stopped to think long enough to realize you were genuinely out to do some good. And, more importantly: despite all your adventures here, you still haven't obtained a Cutie Mark. Which means that you present a unique opportunity."



"What—"



"I take it, from your reluctance to complete your two-point-two-five-hour mission before the secretary disavows all knowledge of your existence, that your experience with human Cutie Marks has been as loathsome as my own?"



"Listen, if you'll just—"



Discord snapped his fingers. I was suddenly sitting in a comfortable throne-like chair in front of the apple cart, with my mouth sealed shut with some sort of jagged metallic device. He leaned in to me, putting his lion-arm around my shoulders. "Work with me here, Mr. Ironic First Name, we're on a deadline. This is the part where you answer my question." He reached up and unzipped my mouth.



I gasped for breath, then decided cooperation was the better part of valor. "I've seen some scary things, yes."



"That's because Marks were designed to turn ponies into stewards of their planet, with powers far beyond the capabilities of their race," Discord said. "Equestria never anticipated that any beings would walk in that would qualify for Marks while already being sapient enough to master their environment." He pulled down a projector screen from out of midair; on it there was a Mark-flanked pony side by side with a human icon. Beneath the pony was an unmarked pony with an arrow pointing up; above the human was a similar arrow leading to a question mark. "Too long, didn't listen: You're not supposed to have Cutie Marks, kid—they were designed to lift ponies onto an equal level with you."



"So what does this mean for me?"



"Simple. Just say the word and I can help you earn a spellbreaker Cutie Mark—interfering with any magic use in your vicinity. I'd add in my own special boost to the effect, of course. Then you walk back to the portal—" he grabbed two apples in his lion-paw and eagle-claw, and a shimmering rainbow appeared linking them—"and presto, permanent destabilization." The rainbow flickered, made a wheeze like an engine running out of gas, and disappeared. "I send all the humans back to your own world while the portal is still collapsing, and then bing, bam, boom—once the link between our worlds is severed, no more human Marks." He reached behind his wing for an asterisk, and stuck it into space next to my head. "Unless that's your name. No more superpowers, no more colonization…and no more hurt Fluttershy."



I shifted in the chair uneasily. "No offense, but you're apparently some super-powerful villain trying to tempt me into a bad idea. What's the catch?"



Discord stared at me for a moment, then snapped his fingers. A small palm tree instantly grew alongside him, and in a single fluid motion he peeled off his facial features and stuck them onto the tree. "I cannot believe that you've never even heard of me, and yet my reputation precedes me," the tree said.



"Gah!"



He snapped his fingers again, and was standing in front of me whole and un-treed. "The catch is that, for once in my life, there is no catch!" he roared. "I hate you, I hate everything you stand for, I hate everything you've done to my world…but I am doing this to protect my friends, without their knowledge or consent. When I beg for forgiveness afterward, if I've harmed so much as a single hair on some pink fleshy monkey's head, I guarantee you that it's right back to being a bird-perch for me. If all I do is hit the big reset button, then everypony—and everyhuman—will see it was for the best." He stood up straight, breathing through clenched teeth, and then lifted his lion-paw to his chest—extending it forward as he let out a long sigh. "Make of your world what you will. So long as you never soil my sandbox again, I couldn't care less. So…what do you say?"



I stood up and studied the monster. I had to admit, as creepy as he was being, he did sound sincere, and everything he told me squared with what I'd overheard or experienced. I thought of James, and bit my lip. His regret…his mysterious gift…was this what he had sent me through the portal to do?



A ding like a microwave timer's echoed from behind my head. Discord's expression fell and flattened. "I'm afraid the Funky Bunch has arrived," he muttered. "Sorry, Marky Mark, we're out of time for now—but if you decide to take me up on my offer, find somewhere quiet. I'll be watching." With one final snap of his fingers, he—and the throne, and the blanket, and every other sign of his presence—disappeared.



"And no telling," an ethereal voice whispered in my ear.



"Wait, I…" I started, then trailed off as I heard hooves in the distance.



Soon, the form of Applejack resolved through the trees, with a familiar purple pony on her tail. My gut knotted up, but I forced myself to calm down. She had said she'd take care of things.



Applejack slowed to a trot as she approached the cart, not even breathing hard despite her coat being sprinkled with sweat. The princess behind her was panting as she came to a stop. "Thanks for waitin', Mark. Now…I think Twilight has something she'd like to say."



The princess glanced up at the trepidation in my eyes, then lowered her head, taking a deep breath and letting it out. "I…I'm sorry, Mr. MacKenzie. I was upset about something that had nothing to do with you, and I took it out on you." She swallowed. "Applejack told me how helpful you were being, and I realized that I was judging you only based on your race."



The way Discord almost did? I couldn't help but think, and unease at his offer gnawed at my gut.



"It's alright. We all have bad days," I said, glancing over at Applejack for support. She nodded at me, placing a hoof on the princess' shoulder. 



"But I should be better than that. I have a responsibility to set an example." The princess looked up, meeting my eyes. "Contact with Earth is the biggest challenge we've ever faced. There's so many of you! It's easy to lose sight of how powerful friendship is, when you're dealing with impersonal bureaucracies and negotiating politics. But change only ever starts one person at a time…and you were looking to make things better, and I failed you."



I nodded uneasily. "Well…uh…what if we…"



"What if we what?"



"Nothing." I didn't know if Discord would be able to do anything to me if I defied him and told the others his plan, but I didn't want to find out.



The princess stepped forward, gingerly resting a hoof on my knee. "No, really, Mr. Macken…Mark. I'd like to know what you have to say. Which reminds me—you remember when you asked me for Cutie Mark suggestions? I do have one, a genuine one."



I never did, but I let it slide. "What?"



"You're here because you care about us…and you could give Equestria something unique. Let me help you earn a Cutie Mark in diplomacy. Live with us here as an attaché, and represent Equestrian interests for us on Earth. A human with a Mark can out-think, out-talk, out-fight a pony a dozen times over…we need that on our side. Need you, to help negotiate a new partnership with your world that helps us both achieve the best we're capable of."



"She, and the other princesses, have tried to bring through folks that will use their Marks to everypony's benefit," Applejack said. "We've all seen how sometimes that don't work out. We don't know human society like you do. You must have ideas."



"Or ideas on how to make our ideas work out. Every time we try to reform the Marking process, it creates new unintended consequences."



"Like Everfree City, and its banks an' technology companies."



And super-soldiers, I mentally added. That wasn't a comfortable idea. Could one human really make a difference against that?



One perfectly prepared, magically enhanced human.



Against other similarly augmented humans, with a head start on plundering this world for all it's worth.



…Plus however many others I could recruit.



Which would take time. How many more Fluttershys would get their lives ruined in the meantime?



It was a Marked doctor who came up with the cancer cure they're testing. How many people—and ponies—will die if they can't cure the next epidemic?



"Mark?" Applejack asked, prodding my arm. "You've gone awful quiet."



I glanced back and forth between the ponies, and said the only thing I could say:



"Can I have some time to think about this?"








I pause for a moment as I take a lengthy sip of cider.



"So."



"Mmm?" I grunt.



"You went with Twilight Sparkle's offer, right?"



I loose a bitter laugh. "You think I made a choice? Have you even been listening to my story? I'm not exactly a profile in heroism. I didn't have the stones to tell either one of them no."



"Well, the portal's still open…wait. You mean you walked away?"



"No, I never said that. I got a Mark. I just…" I smile wryly. "Punted the decision."



"What do you mean?"



"Remember the clerk mentioning Destiny smiling? That's a thing, with them. A pony doesn't 'choose' their Cutie Marks like we do. To them—and presumably, their magic—they get the Mark they're meant to have. Destiny's a real force." I drain the last of the cider from my bottle. "So I figured, given that it's been demonstrated that someone could walk into Equestria and get a Mark in manipulating a force like luck…"



"Wait. Wait…are you telling me what I think you're telling me?"



I glance around the restaurant, shift a bit in my seat, and pull the side of my pants down to reveal the flesh of one hip. There's an image of the bust of Alec Guinness, white-bearded and cowled, staring pensively into space. Star Wars' Obi-Wan Kenobi.



"I'm telling you," I say, "that for six months I've been searching Earth for the one who can walk in there and make the decision I didn't make—make it right. And I know, sure as I know my name, that you're the best hope of two worlds."



I set down the bottle, reach into my jacket, and toss onto the table a signed and stamped form with "Z-225" in block letters across the top. Then I reach across the table, clasp your hands, and stare earnestly into your eyes.



"What do you say?" I ask. "Are you in?"
      

      
   
      Farsighted


      

      
      
         It had been three weeks since Twilight Sparkle had last snuggled with Smarty Pants, and she wasn't about to go another night without her favorite education-themed doll. Big Macintosh was supposed to have given him back three days ago, but either he had forgotten about their doll-sharing agreement, or he was purposefully depriving Twilight of a good night's sleep.



Twilight wanted to believe that it was the former, but she knew that when it came to his dolls, Big Mac could be crafty.



That was why, late Saturday afternoon, Twilight hurried down the road that led to Sweet Apple Acres. The sky was a deep pink, and the frantic chirps of crickets cut through the night. She kept her face forward, hooves moving, eyes as far away from the tantalizingly beautiful sunset as possible. The operation needed to be quick. All she had to do was get Smarty Pants, have an adult conversation with Big Mac about the responsibilities that come with owning a doll, and leave. No pressure, hopefully no tears.



The house was just coming into sight over the hill when, at the edge of her sight, she saw a familiar orange splotch. Off in the distance, Applejack lay next to a large tree trunk, eyes closed. Her hat was dipped down over her head, and a short hay shoot stuck out from her lips.



What Twilight liked to call her "friendship instincts" started jumping around. She allowed herself to stop for the slightest moment, casting glances between the house and Applejack. It would be rude to come all this way and not even say hi, right? And it certainly beat having to scold Big Mac for conspiring to ruin her sleep patterns. With a smile, Twilight changed her course.



As she got closer, she saw that Applejack was still awake; the hay swirled around in her mouth, sliding from one edge of her lips to other rhythmically. She stopped a few steps away and, not wanting to startle her friend, waited for her to notice.



Applejack kept her eyes closed. Her breaths were slow and quiet.



“Hello?” Twilight tried.



Her voice seemed to echo through the trees. Applejack’s face scrunched up for just a moment, and she shot a glare at the intruder. It quickly faded. “Oh, hey Twi,” she said, not rising from her spot. “What brings you here this time of day?”



“I just needed to see Big Mac about our, uh... agreement.”



“Yep, he’s been expecting you.” She chuckled and closed her eyes again. “I think he was just hoping that you wouldn’t notice. You kids and your dolls...”



Twilight’s face went hot, but she managed her own laugh. “Y-yeah. What are you doing out here?”



“Mhm.” Applejack took a deep breath. “Just appreciating the magic.”



“Magic...?” Twilight’s ears pricked up. Since when was there magic in Sweet Apple Acres?



“Yeah.” Applejack nodded to a patch of grass next to her. “Why don’t you take a seat and join me? If you’re not too busy, I mean.”



Twilight opened her mouth to refuse, but images of Big Mac blubbering shot through her mind. She took the seat near Applejack and waited. Silence overtook the field again as Twilight gazed out upon the trees, waiting for the new magic. Applejack took another deep breath and leaned against the trunk.



A thick breeze blew through, seeping through Twilight’s fur. Shivering and frowning, she lit her horn and began probing the land around her, feeding her magic into the rocks and dirt, feeling the leaves. But the only things she felt were moss and some bugs. She clicked her tongue and overturned a nearby stone. A few worms―decidedly non-magical creatures―wiggled out of the ground, and the rock landed with a thud.



Applejack’s eyes shot open. “Is there a reason you’re tearing up my farm?”



“N-no! I mean, uh...” Twilight scratched the back of her head. “I’m just trying to find this magic. I can’t see it, or feel it.”



“Well, you don’t have to go throwing rocks! Relax!"



"I am relaxed!" Twilight’s wings were twitching. She narrowed her eyes. “Can you just tell me where this magic is that I’m supposed to be appreciating?"



"It's all around you!" Applejack said, laughing. "I don't mean to get snippy with you Twi, but this isn't that hard to get. Just take a breath and let it wash over you." Applejack followed her own directions, letting out her breath in a long flow.



Twilight took her breath, but waited until Applejack's eyes were closed again to expand her senses to encompass the entire field. Still no magical signatures. Faced with no other options, she sighed, leaned back against the trunk, and waited. And waited. And waited.



She slapped her neck and heard a mosquito buzz away.



"Okay, I don't get this." Twilight stood up, shaking Applejack out of her reverie. "It's not making sense to me."



Applejack's mouth was a straight line. She looked forward. "Alright. Whatever you say."



Twilight's stomach rotted out. She swore inwardly and touched Applejack's shoulder with a hoof. "I don't mean to be so huffy, AJ. I guess I'm just a little cranky; I haven't been sleeping all that well these past few days."



A moment passed, but Applejack soon broke out into a grin. "I understand." She pulled up her hat to look at Twilight. "Must be hard to have your entire sleeping schedule revolve around a doll."



"Yeah," Twilight mumbled, rubbing a leg. "Is Big Mac in the house?"



"Yep. Unless he noticed you coming, in which case he's in the cellar."



"Thanks." Twilight gave her friend one last smile before trotting off. The hole in her stomach had patched itself up, but her curiosity was still eating away from the inside. She took a look over her shoulder―sure enough, Applejack was back to "appreciating the magic," whatever that meant.



As the Element of Magic, Twilight couldn't help but curse herself. She had long prided herself on being able to recognize any type of magic, anywhere it came about. But apparently now there was a kind of magic that she couldn't understand? And Applejack of all ponies could sense it?



Not to imply that Applejack was dense or anything of the sort, but she was an earth pony. Earth ponies and magic didn't mix.



Unless...



She gasped and threw a spring into her step. She had never looked into it much, but most scientists argued that earth ponies did have magic―just not the kind that most ponies recognized. They could commune directly with nature, influencing plants, minerals... anything that came from the earth.



It’s how Applejack talks to trees, she thought to herself, brows furrowed. Or Maud and rocks. Or Pinkie Pie and... sugar, I guess. I’m pretty sure I saw her talking to a cake last week.



Twilight pulled her eyes up from the ground and puffed out her chest. She had some studying to do!



...At least, after she dealt with the massive red blur that had just darted behind the barn. “Hey!” she yelped, taking to the air. “You get back here!”












The next day, Applejack trotted, head held high and saddlebags full, through the Ponyville Market. Perhaps it was banal, but she always enjoyed the feeling of a productive shopping trip. The weight of fresh food against her side, the thoughts of the delicious dinners to come... she had just had lunch, and her stomach was still grumbling.



She was headed back home, where she would feed the animals, clean out the barn, maybe get in some applebucking before sunset, and then make dinner. What was a lazy Sunday for most was just another day for her―after all, work didn’t stop piling up just because ponies thought it should. She trotted quickly, only stopping for the occasional hello.



At least, that’s how it was for most of the trip. But just as she was leaving Ponyville and stepping onto the road leading back home, she had to freeze and stare off at the side of the road.



Standing next to a tree―rather, stabbing a tree, was Twilight. She had a stethescope hanging around her neck, and a few thick books sat on a rock nearby. A quill scribbled furiously into a notepad, it’s scratches floating through the air. But most notably, her horn was lodged into the tree bark, prying apart two decaying planks. The tree shone with a dull purple light, which pulsed and thrummed as more and more magic was pumped into it. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were scrunched up tight.



Applejack spent a full minute watching the process with a slack jaw. But when it became clear that the tree was close to outright exploding, Applejack sprinted over. “Land sakes, Twilight! Get your head out of that thing!”



Twilight opened her eyes and yanked her horn out, falling back onto her rear. Smoke poured out of the hole she had made. With a growl, she stamped her hoof. “Darn it! I was starting to feel the magic!”



“What in tarnation are you doing?” Applejack asked, laying a hoof on the tree. It was warm to the touch. “You were about to destroy this poor defenseless oak!”



“How did you know that it was hurting?” Twilight asked, jabbing a hoof at her.



Applejack frowned. “Because I have eyes?”



“Oh.” A few spots of color passed over Twilight’s face. “I was trying to simulate earth pony magic. You know, so I could appreciate the magic.”



“By blowing up a tree?” Applejack shook her head. “Listen, I don’t completely remember what I told you yesterday, but I certainly know that I didn’t advocate this.”



“I’m just trying to find this magic you keep talking about! I’ve been studying earth pony magic for hours, and I’ve been running all these different tests, but I can’t feel it!” Twilight flared her wings and pointed at her flank. “My special talent is magic, AJ. Not transformation magic, not levitation magic―just magic. This is my life! I should be able to do this! But I’ve been out here for hours, all I have to show for it are more mosquito bites than I can itch! And that’s not even mentioning the fact that I’m an alicorn; by definition, I’m part earth pony. I can use unicorn magic and pegasi magic just fine. So why can’t I manipulate this like you can?!”



There was a moment of silence as Twilight caught her breath. Then, Applejack snickered. Then chortled. It wasn’t long before it had devolved into a full-on belly laugh. She had to sit down, just to avoid falling over.



Twilight’s entire body went pink. “W-what are you laughing at? Is this a prank?”



“No, n―ha, ha!” Applejack grasped at her stomach. It took both hooves to block the mindless guffaws. Wiping away tears, she said, “I’m sorry, it’s just, I can’t believe you don’t get it! I’ve just never seen you get so worked up over something so simple! Well, I guess there was that one time with the letters to Celestia...”



“If it’s so simple, why aren’t I getting it?” Twilight’s glare dissolved. “Please, Applejack. You know how much magic means to me. And this kind of magic looks like it makes you so happy... I want to understand this!”



Applejack, still panting heavily, draped a leg around Twilight’s shoulders and shot her a grin. “Why don’t we take a walk back to the farm, and we can talk about it on the way. I’ll teach you all about this, uh, magic.”



Twilight squinted at Applejack. She sighed and gathered all her things into her saddlebags. “Alright.”



The two headed off, headed away from Ponyville and toward Sweet Apple Acres. The cacophony of sounds that was the village soon faded out, replaced by birdsong and hoofsteps. The noon sun shined down upon them.



They were silent for a few yards. “I gotta admit, I have been a bit vague,” Applejack started. “This thing I keep calling magic isn’t really magic―at least, not in the way you’re thinking of it.”



“I know that!” Twilight said. “It’s not regular magic, it’s earth pony magic. It’s subtle, and looks invisible to most, but it’s the thing that lets you talk to nature.”



“What?” Applejack glanced at her, eyebrow raised. “No, it’s not. All ponies can talk to nature―it’s just that earth ponies are usually the only ones who care to try.” Twilight’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth again, but Applejack waved her away. “But that’s not what I’m talking about either. This is a different, different kind of magic. And it’s not the kind that you can cast, or that you can manipulate.”



Twilight’s entire body seemed to tighten. “Really?”



“Yeah.” Applejack bit her lip. “I’ve never really tried to explain it before―no offense, but most ponies just feel it.”



“Well, I’m not really like most ponies,” Twilight murmured, readjusting her wings.



Applejack groaned. “I keep telling you, Twi, this has got nothing to do with being an earth pony or not! It’s not about race―heck, it’s not even about being a pony! It’s about being alive!” A flush flashed across her face. “I-It sounds weird, I know, but just hear me out.” 



She stopped in the middle of the road, and Twilight did the same. She took a breath. “The magic is, well... the world.”



Twilight blinked. “I don’t understand. Do you mean, like, leylines? Because that theory was disproved―”



“No, no, no!” Applejack yapped into the air. “You’re making it so, so... scientific! So cold!”



“I don’t get it!” Twilight shot back. “The world isn’t magic! It’s a giant rock with a molten core!”



“Fine, then! Life. Life is magic! Think about it! I mean, what are the chances of us both standing right here, right now, having this exact conversation? Yelling these exact words?”



Twilight stared. “What? What is that supposed to mean?”



“Think about it!” Applejack repeated, stamping a hoof.



“Well, I would think that the chances are pretty high,” Twilight grumbled. “Since we’re friends, and I’ve been wondering about this, and you won’t give me a straight answer. It’s pretty high, yeah.”



“Consarnit!” Applejack threw her hat to the ground. “You don’t get it! You just don’t get it!”



“That’s because there’s nothing to get! You're not making sense!”



“No, it’s because you’re so close minded, so nearsighted! You can’t do that! You gotta be farsighted!” Applejack grabbed her hat and turned away. Sweat ran down her forehead in streaks. She paced back-and-forth across the road, taking deep breaths. Twilight pouted and crossed her forelegs. After a minute, Applejack turned back to her friend. “I don’t mean to get you upset like this, sugarcube. I just don’t know how to explain it!”



Twilight tried to tighten her pout, but it soon fizzled out. “Just try,” she said breathily, her eyes dark. “Just try to explain, and I’ll try as hard as I can to understand.”



Applejack nodded and looked at the dirt. “Well, okay, here: think back to when you were living in Canterlot.” She waited until Twilight nodded. “What if Princess Celestia had never sent you here? What if she had never thought to do it, and you had never left to help with the Summer Sun Celebration that year?”



“I don’t know...?” Twilight shrugged. “I guess I’d still be living in Canterlot.”



“You might not be alive, hun. None of us might. In case you’ve forgotten, the only reason Nightmare Moon didn’t take over Equestria was because we were there to stop her.” She put a hoof on Twilight shoulder. “Because you were there to make it all happen. If Celestia had never sent you, we never would have met. We never would have become friends. You never would have learned anything about friendship. You never would have become a princess―”



“Okay, I get it,” Twilight cut in. The hairs on the back of her neck were rising. “So me coming to Ponyville was important. What does this have to do with magic?”



Applejack chuckled. “Don’t you see? If Celestia had just said a few measly words different, the worst could have happened.” She leaned in. “But it didn’t! She sent you off, and everything in the universe just fell together!”



She sat down and smiled. “Now we’re sitting right here, right now, having this exact conversation. Saying these exact words.”



Twilight opened her mouth, but found her words crashing into the lump that was her throat. She took a long swallow, eyes cast to Applejack’s hooves. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”



“In this giant, ancient, crazy world of ours, what are the chances? What are the odds of every single tiny decision that we make leading to this exact moment? They barely exist, that’s what! That’s the magic in the world, Twilight! That’s what I’m so grateful for!



“When I say I’m appreciating the magic, I’m not saying that I’m talking to the dirt or something like that. I’m saying I’m letting myself be happy about what I have! I’m letting myself enjoy life! I’m letting myself have hope that no matter what bad stuff might happen, in the end, everything is going to be okay, everything is going to work out!”



Chills ran down Twilight’s spine. Half of her felt like it was ready to have some sort of tantrum. But yet, she smiled. “That...” She stopped, lips quivering, and turned away.



Applejack jumped forward and grabbed her, wrapping her in a hug. “I wouldn’t change a single thing,” she whispered into Twilight’s coat. “Because this is life, and I love life.”



Twilight nodded and buried her head into Applejack’s shoulder.



The two sat there for a moment, appreciating the magic.
      

      
   
      Oubliette


      

      
      
         This time, all six of my limbs are in chains.



I cannot even walk around in a circle, like I used to whenever the hunger was too great.



I'm in a slightly different position; now, half my body is on stone smooth as silk, worn down by my hooves, and the other half is on the part I didn't have access to before, which is as rough as sandpaper in comparison. 



I try to inch in that direction as much as I can, but the chains don't have a lot of slack in them.



It's dark.



It's even darker than before. When I broke out, Celestia's sun had hurt my eyes so much I'd had to spend nearly all of my magic in ensorcelling my eyes to withstand it, and the enchantment still has to run its course.



I hope the rainbow didn't just blind me and leave me a cripple. Anyth–almost anything would be better than that.



But at least I can make as much noise as I want to! There are no other prisoners to punch me in the kidneys! No guards will come and beat me for screaming my hate at the walls!



Not like in father's dungeons.



A whimper nearly escapes my lips, but I turn it into a roar, because I am fierce, because I am powerful, because I will not break down!



I won't break down! Not even if there isn't anyone who could witness my dishonor, not even when it's so tempting I can feel my heart grow weak, like that of cattle!



Your mind has withstood fifteen centuries of incarceration, Tirek, and it will withstand a thousand more!



You are Tirek the terrible, Tirek the undying, and all will bow before you!



I hear laughter. Why do I hear laughter?! Who dares?! 



I start rocking myself back and forth to calm myself. The familiar motion soothes my nerves.



Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.



Just my ears playing tricks on me, that's all.



Why hasn't the dog come back? I hated the dog. I love the dog. I need the dog.



The dog was warm. The dog was loud. The dog played with me sometimes.



It's stupid. The dog was stupid. I would throw a rock, and the dog would fetch it back.



It...it felt a bit like when I was little, and I would play with Scorpan, and he would laugh with merriment when I tickled him.



I suddenly curl on myself and start gnawing at my right hind leg, like I always do.



I only have to free this one leg and then I'm free. 



Scorpan was weak. Scorpan was stupid. Scorpan betrayed me.



I'm not like Scorpan. I am smart, I am strong, and I would never betray him.



...didn't I give away the pendant he gave me as a gift?



No. No. No. No.



That was a hallucination!



His pendant is still here. It's just a different shape, and it's in the middle of all the chains that bind my limbs, and it's really hard to pretend it's not simply another link in the chains, but it's still here.



I would never betray my brother like that. I love my brother. And if I love my brother, that means he loves me too, and that any day now, he'll come back for me, and then we can go and conquer Equestria together, like we should have done the first time.



I love you brother. Please help me.



No! 



Tirek the terrible, Tirek the undying, Tirek will not beg! I am smart, I am strong, and I would never beg.



I wish Celestia had just killed me. My leg hurts too much, and I stop for a moment to rock back and forth again.



Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.



The chiming from the chains is nice. It's like half a dozen tiny bells.



Or maybe it's just my ears playing tricks on me again. I'm only chained here by my one of my legs after all. 



I have to be. I couldn't escape again otherwise.



I stop rocking back and forth for a moment, and I bring a wrist up to my fangs.



No. No.



I am Tirek the terrible, Tirek the undying. I have to remember that.








I miss the dog. 



Every once in a while he'd bring me his leftovers. 



I'm so hungry.



At least I'm not thirsty; every once in a while, droplets of water fall from the ceiling, and I can suck the moisture that's collected in the grooves next to me.



I feel much better now. The enchantment I'd cast on my eyes has finally run out, and I can look around me now. It's not much...walls of stone, floor of stone, a stone ceiling. But it means I can still see.



I have all the time in the world to plan my escape.



And, what's even better, I can calculate a rough approximation of how much time I've been here, ever since–I gnash my teeth–I lost again.



Considering I'd cast the spell when I was at the nadir of my magical abilities...considering the spell itself as minimal energy requirements...



Argh! Why can't I CONCENTRATE?!



I scratch my temples in anger, leaving deep, bloody furrows in my skin. 



I catch my breath and calm down a bit.



Considering all that...I think it's been a week at most.



This is dire news. 



This is atrocious news, in fact.



The dog had never left Tartarus for more than two days before.



It's always been extremely hard to measure the passing of time in here–I look briefly at the entrance to the corridor, I think it's night right now–but I'm quite sure it never left for more than two days.



I need the dog.



With the spells I have at my disposal–well, actually, THE spell I have at my disposal–I can convert magic into energy for my body, and sustain myself for as long as I have magic in me.



But without the dog, the dog I need, the dog who gives me its leftovers whenever it's finished, the dog who was the only being who kept me from starving...



I'm going to burn through the little magic I have left that much more quickly.



How much have I shrunk already? Am I even more decrepit now than I was before? Have I been left here to die?



I am not scared. I cannot be scared. I am Tirek the terrible, Tirek the undying.



I'm just going to...have to break out even sooner. 



I start gnawing on my leg absentmindedly.








It's been five days. 



At least, I think it's been five days. Can't concentrate. Can't think.



So hungry.



I started hallucinating yesterday. I thought I'd seen a pony out of the corner of my eye yesterday.



I opened my mouth wider than I thought possible, and tried to suck any magic I could find, but nothing happened. I only managed to inhale empty air, and I still have a belly full of nothing.



Maybe...maybe a family of gargoyles can roost in here, and I can eat the magic off of their unthinking minds. It happened before. Not often, but it has happened.



I feel myself snorting in derision.



The legends were right; hope is the gods saw fit to give all of us.



I have to be stoic. The pony princesses–those weak, hesitant nags, unworthy of their own power–may have sentenced me to death, but I can still face it with dignity.



I raise my wrist to my fangs once again, wondering whether it is best to take my own life, and lose any chance left of escaping, or continue on this course, and give the nags the satisfaction of having robbed me of everything that should be mine by birthright.



I'm distracted from my thoughts by a pulse of agony from where my hoof used to be.



I'd managed to finally sever it...earlier. Some time ago. That leg is free, now.



Unfortunately, I found out I was lying to myself the whole time.



I still have five chains binding me here, and even if I managed mutilate myself to the point of slipping out of all of them, the risk I'd accidentally nick an artery and kill myself is too great.



I hear whimpering. 



Good. The ponies are afraid because they know I'll subjugate them yet again. They have to.



It hurts. 



Everything hurts. 



My leg sends relentless waves of agony up my side. My temples itch with caked blood. And my belly feels like a nest of hydras, desperately trying to escape.



Think, Tirek, think!



There must be a way to save myself.



“Scorpan! Scorpaaan! I love you brother, save me! Save me! Help!”



Am I...am I actually saying those things? Have I sunk so low? Somebody is lifting my arms, holding one of the links in the chains up high.



“Look! Look! I still have your pendant! This means I love you! It means you love me! Save me, brother! Please!”



No. No. 



Wait. It's okay.



Scorpan betrayed me, and Scorpan was weak. And I am better than Scorpan. This means that I would never betray him, even if he betrayed me. 



And so I can still love him, and if I love him, it means he loves me, and he will come save me.



I feel myself break down crying, holding my face in my hands for some reason. 



Later...I don't know how much later, I drag myself to the grooves in the floor where water collects. So I can get back the moisture I spent crying.



They're dry.








The key is magic. 



If I get some magic, any magic in me, I'm saved. 



I broke off some of the fingers in my left hand and ate them, and now I can think a bit more clearly.



I chuckle. The princesses haven't thought of everything! I am still powerful, I am still great!



I have found a way to eat food where there is no food to eat! 



Ah Ah Ah!



It takes me a while to stop laughing.



Now I can start working on The Spell.



I remember that one day, Scorpan had come back from his lessons with the ugly, weakling pony wizard, and he had said that there was magic in everything! 



In the ground below us, in the air around us, in the sky above...



He was so happy. I think I backhanded him and ordered him to help me in the conquering effort.



It's getting harder and harder to concentrate.



I just have to change The Spell.



If I can feel the magic around me, I can steal. If I steal it, I can grow strong, and heal, and break out of these chains, and conquer the ponies, and then Father will be proud of me.



My mouth has been locked open for...a while now. 



I don't know how long. Less than a day, I think.



I've been sucking at the air fruitlessly, for now, but things are going to change!



I just have to concentrate, to feel the magic around me, and everything will be better!



I wonder...maybe the problem is that I've never tasted the magic of things before?



When I absorbed Discord's magic, I was able to do so by starting on the pony part of it. Maybe I have to do something similar?



Think, Tirek, think. Even if it feels like you can't.



...The Crystal Ponies. When if I encountered them, I was puzzled, because I hadn't seen ponies made of crystal before. But I ate their magic just like I did with any other pony I'd seen.



I just have to focus on how it felt to make their magic my own, and...



And...



YES! Yes! Yes!



I can finally feel magic flowing into me! I'm so happy!



My leg doesn't hurt anymore! My belly doesn't hurt anymore! My hand doesn't hurt anymore!





A torrent of magic goes through my gullet, and I can feel my body stiffening slightly. I don't care.



My hide is becoming gray. I don't care.



I'm not hungry anymore. I'm happy.








“Discord...what happened here?”



Celestia looked at the statue of the starving centaur, horrified.



“Well princess, from what I've been able to gather, Tirek performed his magic-stealing spell. Except that, you know, instead of on a pony, he did it on the rocks all around him and,” Discord gestured at the pitiful statue with a claw, “that happened. Great result, if you want to turn yourself into a lawn ornament. ”



“Is he...is he still alive?”



“Celestia. This centaur is no more. It has ceased to be. It's expired and gone to meet its maker. This is a late centaur. It's a stiff. Bereft of life, it rests in peace. It's rung down the curtain and joined the choir invisible. This is an–” Celestia's magic shut his mouth forcefully.



“Discord! Be respectful!” she said, anger coloring her words.



At that, one of Discord's eyebrows rose. 



“Why? Because an enemy of your state, the being who made me betray Fluttershy and nearly drained me of all my powers permanently accidentally offed himself? Face it Celestia, this is the best result you could have possibly hoped for.”



“And look! Now you have a brand new statue to replace that unsightly void in your garden!”



Celestia looked at the statue once again, and started shuffling out of the Tartarus.



“I don't understand what could have brought him to such despair...I'd even instructed Cerberus to keep him fed...and where is he, anyway?” she muttered to herself.



“Who knows? Maybe he got distracted by a shiny ribbon, and he's going to come back any minute now. It's not really important, anyway.”



Celestia sighed.



“No, I suppose not. Goodbye, Discord.”



He looked at her flying away until she was out of eyesight, and then he snapped his fingers.



Cerberus appeared next to him, confused. Discord petted him with a grin on his face.



“Good doggie.”
      

      
   
      For the Best


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia didn’t remember the day she knew that she needed Ponyville. There had been many days in her life, and for one to stand out required a world altering event of some kind. And, looking over the small, bustling town as her chariot arrived, she had to admit that she hadn’t known that she needed Ponyville, specifically. Though, in hindsight, no other town would have done.



Her chariot landed in the town square of Ponyville. She could have allowed her guards to fly her directly to the farm, but then she wouldn’t have had the pleasure of a walk through the town and countryside. For this trip, to discuss the wedding of her treasured protege to one of Ponyville’s most esteemed daughters, she felt that savoring the day was more important than efficient use of her time. 



“This is fine.” She nodded to her guards as she stepped out of the cart. “I’m sure I can find my way on my own.”



“But, your majesty--”



“Why don’t you go get something to eat at Sugarcube Corner? Tell the Cakes I’ll settle the bill when I return.”



“Yes, your majesty.”



As the guards trotted off, casting worried glances over their shoulders, Celestia scanned the streets around her. She noticed that she’d become the center of attention -- ponies were politely keeping their distance, but keeping a watchful eye on her all the same. Celestia smiled at the townsponies to set them at ease, then selected a street that led in the correct direction, towards Sweet Apple Acres.



What Celestia had needed all those years ago, when she offered the deed to the land that was her destination today, was a small town in the shadow of the Everfree forest. She’d long hesitated to expose her ponies to the dangers and secrets of the forest, but the time had come when she couldn’t put it off any longer. 



As she passed shops and stalls, Celestia shook her head at her short sightedness. She hadn’t known then that she needed the Carousel Boutique, Sugarcube Corner, or the Golden Oak Library. It hadn’t occurred to her that this town would be special, it would need a heart and a soul; the down to earth values of Sweet Apple Acres to build from, and the cheerful, dependable ponies there to care for the ponies who would follow.



It had never occurred to her, but it had been provided just the same.








Inside the barn on Sweet Apple Acres, a table had been set up and was covered in lists, swatches, diagrams, and notes. Twilight stood in front of the table, staring at one of the diagrams as though the seating chart for the reception contained the deepest secrets of Equestria. Of course, even if it had contained those secrets, Twilight would never have decoded them with the way that Applejack kept pacing. Actually, it was more stomping back and forth across the barn.



“Applejack, please calm down,” Twilight pleaded. “Princess Celestia will be here soon to talk about the wedding.”



“I’m tryin’, Twi,” Applejack said, seething. “I’m just-- ya’ know this is bad, right?”



Twilight nodded sympathetically. “I do, and it’s something we’ll have to deal with, but right now we need to focus on the wedding. There are a lot of ponies coming, we need to figure out where we’re going to seat them.”



“Well I got room. I got three whole fields of weeds, thanks to that good for nothin’ Caramel,” Applejack huffed, then her voice rose, “Know what? I ain’t takin’ him next year! He can be on the critter team. Or the daggone weather team! Probably the only place he ain’t gonna cause trouble!”



“Wedding?” Twilight said with a sigh.  



“Right. Sorry.” Applejack took a deep breath and walked over to the table. She looked down at the diagram, but Twilight couldn’t help noticing that her tail was still thrashing. 



“If it’s the money--” Twilight started softly, but Applejack cut in.



"No.” She said firmly. “We talked ‘bout this already, my family'll get by like we always done. We might haveta raise the price of cider, and boy howdy that’s gonna be a headache, but ponies’ll live.”



“It could just be a loan.”



“Twilight…” Applejack glared, but her face immediately softened. “I’m sorry. I love ya’. I know we got a lot to deal with, with the weddin’ and all, I’ll put this to the side. I ain’t takin’ a bit from you, but I can’t push off everythin’ on you while I worry about it, neither.” She walked over and gave her fiance a nuzzle, standing pressed against her as she looked back at the table.  “So, how many ponies do we need room for?



Twilight smiled and draped a wing over Applejack. “Sixty-four.”



Applejack’s eyebrows went up. “We were off by sixty-four ponies? How’d that happen?”



Twilight looked up in thought. “We thought the Apples from Appleloosa would still be dealing with planting, but they think they’ll make it; Griffonstan appointed a new ambassador, so his office had to be invited; and I think a lot of ponies are going to make sure to be here for a royal wedding. So, now we have to find space for all of them.” She looked back at Applejack. “Could we really use the empty fields?”



Applejack snorted and flicked her tail, then relaxed again. “I suppose we could, but they’re kinda out of the way. I know if we put my folks all the way out there, they’d be a little sore.”



“Yeah, and I can’t seat any political contacts there for the same reason.” Twilight sighed and motioned to the seating chart. “So, if the barn was open, and we set the tables up like this, we’d only have to find a place for seven more ponies.”



“Well, some of the foals could eat in the house,” Applejack suggested. 



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Unsupervised?”



Applejack considered that for a moment. “Maybe not. Could we get somepony to watch ‘em? Pinkie, maybe, or Mac?”



“They wouldn’t be able to eat with us,” Twilight pointed out. 



Applejack frowned and pulled the chart closer to her. “Lemme have a look. These tables are awful close together… it’ll be lucky if nopony ends up wearin’ a plate of food.”



Twilight gave a helpless shrug. “Sixty-four extra ponies.”



“Yeah…” Applejack said absently, staring at the paper on the table. Twilight waited a few minutes, but Applejack didn’t say anything. However, her tail started twitching again.



“Applejack?” Twilight asked suspiciously.



She just shook her head and said slowly, “How in Celestia’s name can he not know hay seeds from pebbles?”



“Applejack.” Twilight nuzzled her. “It’s going to be okay.”



“I’m sorry.” Applejack sighed. “This just ain’t how I wanna start our life together, Twi. Troubles are already pilin’ up…”



“And we’re going to get through them, together.” Twilight gave her an encouraging smile. “We’re smart ponies, we’ll think of a way to have a beautiful wedding and make sure your family will be comfortable this winter.”    



Applejack gave a small smile. “You’re right, sugarcube. I know you’re right.” 








Celestia continued through Ponyville, appreciating the bustle of the small town. Ponies walked together and greeted each other, though none were brave enough to do more than bow to her. It did make one feel left out. But it wasn’t long before she spotted an elderly pony headed in the same direction out of town, her saddlebags heavy with recent purchases.

. 

“Granny Smith, I believe?” Celestia said as she caught up easily.



Granny’s eyes went wide. “Well I’ll be… yup, that’s my name.”



“I was just on my way to your farm, to speak with Twilight and Applejack. May I carry those for you?” Celestia offered.



The wrinkled old face twisted in consideration. “I dunno if that’s right…”



Celestia smiled. “I insist.” 



“Well then, ain’t gonna turn down a princess who’s insistin’,” Granny said with a grin.



“A wise decision.” Celestia laughed as she lifted the saddlebags off Granny’s back and hung them across her own shoulders. The weight was nothing to her, but the lack of it seemed to cause Granny some relief. “Congratulations on the upcoming marriage of your granddaughter. I’m sure she’ll be very happy.”



“I’m sure she will, too. I never seen a filly as starry-eyed as she is ‘bout that princess of hers. Ya’d think she raised the sun and moon-- uh, beggin’ your pardon.” Granny gave an awkward glance to Celestia. 



“I’m glad Applejack thinks so highly of her. I know that Twilight’s regard for Applejack is just as high.” Her eyes sparkled as she remembered the touching, subtle signs of Twilight’s growing affections. “Her letters for the past year have tended to slip quite a bit into what Applejack said or did, and I’ve been kept quite up to date about what your granddaughter thinks with regards to everything Twilight has been working on.”



“Young ponies in love.” Granny snorted with an affectionate smile. “The world’s always got a fresh batch.” 



Celestia nodded. “That’s what keeps it beautiful.”



“It sure don’t hurt,” Granny agreed.



They walked in companionable silence as they passed the outskirts of town and came to the small bridge over the creek. Celestia glanced back at the sky line of cottage roofs, with Twilight’s castle towering over them. In a way, it reminded her of older towns and the castles they sprung up around. But this was different… this was a magic castle that grew in the middle of a thriving town that already had its own character. This made the scene appear less natural, but somehow more right; as if it was an illustration in a book of pony tales. 



Celestia sighed. “Sometimes I think I’d move to Ponyville myself, were it possible.”



“Ponyville’s a fine town…” Granny hesitated. “But I dunno just how many castles we need round here.”



“Oh, of course,” Celestia agreed. “More than one would look foolish. I’d say that Twilight is just the princess for this town, and I’ll content myself with visits.”



“Sure seems funny for Ponyville to have princesses stoppin’ by for visits, let alone a great big castle in the middle,” Granny said with only a hint of a grumble.  



“I suppose it does. Things have changed quite a bit.” 



“Course, I ain’t the only old pony ‘round.” Granny glanced at Celestia out of the corner of her eye. “I reckon this musta been your old stompin’ ground. What, with the castle in the Everfree and all.”



“Yes… yes, it was, many years ago,” Celestia said remembering the wild, free fields on the outskirts of the forest where she and Luna would picnic in their youth; where Ponyville and the surrounding farms stood today.



“It was right nice of ya’ to give us Sweet Apple Acres and let the other folks take the rest of the land as the town went up.” Granny didn’t look at Celestia, but there was a comforting gratitude in her voice. “I been here the whole time, ya’ know. From that first day ya’ gave my pappy the land.”



“I believe you were.” Celestia smiled at the elderly pony. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am with the success it’s brought. Zap apples, wasn’t it?”



“Yes m’am. I make the jam myself to this day,” Granny said, puffing with pride. Celestia fondly recognized the expression on her face from dealings with her granddaughter.



“You’re an impressive pony, Granny Smith.”



“I dunno ‘bout all that,” Granny said modestly, though Celestia noticed that she didn’t deflate one bit. 



“Zap Apples are odd things,” Celestia said, remembering. “They were in the forest when my sister and I arrived. We spent several decades working out their secrets… so many inconsequential events spark the magic and flavor the fruit. One could never reason by looking that purple streamers on the branches makes the fruit bitter.”



“That’s the fun in it, ain’t it?” Granny smiled and nudged her with a foreleg. “Tryin’ somethin’ and seein’ what happens.”



Celestia chuckled. She and Luna must have tried millions of things over the years, some silly and some logical, though there was no pattern to which seemed to work. But as she thought, she shook her head slowly. “And yet… if the things you tried hadn’t worked, Ponyville wouldn’t be here… and Ponyville had to be here, just as it is.”



“Did it now?” Granny raised an eyebrow.



“Yes. When my sister was freed, the Summer Sun Celebration had to be held near our old castle and there needed to be ponies there who would bear the Elements of Harmony…” Celestia smiled as she finished,”... so it follows that you had to learn to make zap apple jam.” 



“Well, I’ll be,” Granny muttered. 



Granny seemed to be thinking, so Celestia marveled at the intricate workings of destiny. Like clockwork, each tick moving a gear, which moved another, until the end of the reaction seemed to have nothing to do with the beginning. Even after thousands of years, she had to appreciate the beautiful details of--



“Course, it was my broken hip as much as the zap apples,” Granny said, breaking the princess’s train of thought.



“I beg your pardon?”



“When I was young, I was a top notch aqua pony. Darn near broke the world record, ‘til I broke my hip on a dive. If I would’ve been more careful, I would’ve spent my life travelin’ with shows, rather than makin’ zap apple jam, and ponies would’ve never come to Ponyville.” Granny looked to Celestia, and Celestia thought she detected a bit of a challenge in her eyes. 



Celestia hesitated just a moment, then said, “Well, I suppose--”



“Beggin’ your pardon, Princess, there’s no suppose about it. Ya’ can’t pick the apple and leave the worm. If what ya’ say is true, breakin’ my hip was as important as the zap apples. Not just my hip… 



“There was that wild blizzard outta the Everfree where we nearly froze, and we hollowed out the old oak in town to keep everypony warm. Without that we wouldn’t have had that library for Twilight to stay in. And I reckon if there hadn’t been that fire out in Whinneapolis, Pearl and Magnum woulda never moved here and had little Rarity. And of course, my boy and his wife were fixin’ to send their youngun’s to Appleloosa when they got old enough, before…” Granny trailed off, but Celestia recalled the sad fate of Applejack’s parents.



“I see,” Celestia said, her eyes wide. “I’m sorry.”



“Are ya’ now?” Granny raised an eyebrow. 



“Yes, of course.’ Celestia said sincerely. “I never like to hear of misfortune befalling my ponies.”



Granny fixed her with a questioning look. “Would ya’ have wanted it to happen different?”



“I--” Celestia hesitated as she considered the scope of events that had to have happened for the elements to be used. Perhaps it could have happened another way, but at what price?



“Go on…” Granny prompted more gently.



“No.” Celestia admitted, looking down. “I’m sorry for the hardships you’ve faced, but my focus must be on Equestria. And… I couldn’t have wished for a better conclusion to the situation with my sister, not to mention Discord or Tirek, for all of the ponies in Equestria.”



Granny simply nodded. “Good.”



Celestia chanced looking up. “You’re satisfied with that?”



“I reckon I’m satisfied with Ponyville.” She smiled at Celestia. “And I’m satisfied with this here weddin’ we’re gonna have, and I might be a bit more satisfied with a great-grandfoal or two, but there ain’t much I can do ‘bout that but put in a word. But ya’ better believe I’ll be doin’ that,” she finished with a chuckle.



Celestia looked at the old pony curiously, and Granny gave her a friendly nudge.



“We’re just lookin’ in different places, Princess. I’m a bit lower to the ground. Nightmare Moon was never none of my concern, or your Elements or Equestria. I raised up a son, and grandchildren, and grew me some apples. And I buried a husband, and my boy, and lived through times when I wasn’t sure I’d make it. But, I reckon I made it.”



Celestia smiled and relaxed. “I suppose that did turn out right in the end.”



“That all depends on where ya’ stop the story,” Granny pointed out. “But just about now, I’d say I’m a happy old pony.”  



“I’m glad for that,” Celestia said. 



They arrived at Sweet Apple Acres and made their way up to the farmhouse. Granny pointed Celestia to the barn, and the princess made her way over. The door was open, and inside Celestia could see Twilight and Applejack sitting next to each other, looking surprisingly morose. 



She cautiously stepped inside, clearing her throat. Both ponies looked up, then scrambled to their hooved.



“Princess Celestia!” Twilight said, hurrying over to greet her. Applejack started to bow out of reflex, but stopped herself awkwardly. 



“Thanks for comin’, Princess. Can I get ya’ somethin’ to drink?” Applejack offered, seeming unsure what else to do.



“No, thank you. I’m fine.” Celestia smiled. “But I couldn’t help noticing the mood in the room as I came in. Is something wrong?”



“We’re having some difficulties…” Twilight said with a sigh. The she turned to Applejack and smiled. “But we’ll get through them.”



“Perhaps I can help?” Celestia offered.



Twilight smiled. “I hope so. We can’t figure out where we’re going to seat all the guests.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s all? You both seemed a bit more depressed than seating arrangements would warrant.” 



“That’s the only problem with the wedding.” Twilight’s face fell. “Applejack is having a problem with something on the farm--”



“It ain’t a big deal.” Applejack looked down and pawed the floor of the barn with her hoof. 



“It is a big deal.” Twilight said, trotting over to her and giving a nuzzle. “It’s big deal to you.”



Applejack smiled a little at Twilight, then looked up at Celestia. “It’s nothin’. I just lost three fields of hay ‘cause of a mix-up at Winter Wrap-Up, so money’s gonna be tight for a while. But we been through worse, and I ain’t takin’ money from nopony, not even Twilight.”



“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Celestia said. “But, I know this farm is as resilient as the ponies who run it.”



That brought a genuine smile to Applejack’s face. “It sure is.”



Celestia considered for a moment, looking out the barn door at the gentle hills of neat rows of trees, so unlike what she remembered of this area. “Actually, I may have a solution for you.”



“Yeah?” Applejack cocked her head.



Celestia nodded and explained, ”This part of Equestria has changed so much since my sister and I lived here-- the castle is in ruins, the forest has become wild, and of course Ponyville has grown up here on the edges… I had been thinking of the time my sister and I used to spend here, and I wonder if I might rent your fields for a season, to see if they might grow into something like the meadows where we once had our picnics.”



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “You wanna rent my fields to grow… nothin’?”



“That’s exactly what I propose.” Celestia said with a nod. “I’m sure we could work out a fair price. I won’t pay a bit over what it’s worth.”



“Well now…” Applejack considered and glanced at Twilight, who was nodding happily. “That don’t sound too bad!” 



 “Princess…” Twilight was practically grinning. “Would you mind if we used the fields for seating at the wedding reception? Maybe you and Princess Luna would like to eat out there, since you’ll be here anyway.”



Applejack laughed. “Twilight Sparkle, you’re a genius! Nopony would mind eatin’ out there if Princess Celestia is sittin’ there.”



Celestia smiled warmly. “I’m think that can be arranged.”



Twilight gave a happy bounce “Oh, thank you!”



“Yeah, thanks a ton, Princess,” Applejack said, grinning from ear to ear. “This is a load off us, lemme tell you.



“Think nothing of it, it’s a pleasant surprise for me as well. It seems that sometimes our misfortunes and triumphs work together for the best.” 



“That’s a nice way to think about it when things go wrong.” Twilight smiled at Princess Celestia, then nuzzled Applejack. “Maybe this is leading to a happy ending.”



“Well, a wise pony recently told me that depends on where you end the story.” Celestia glanced toward the farmhouse with a smile. “But I hope I can help make this part of your lives very happy. You both deserve it.”


      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Jade Songbird


      

      
      
         The steamy heat of the Zebrican Jungle beat down upon Daring Do as she chopped her way through dense foliage blocking the narrow path. Her machete was gripped tightly in her teeth while she whipped her head back and forth to forge a path for herself and her precocious filly companion, Ginger Sprout. Ginger forged bravely through the gap, then helpfully gripped a branch in imitation of her hero, denying it the opportunity to scratch at Daring’s hide when she passed.



The two were approaching the fabled Fathomless Falls, which were said to guard the way into the Valley of the Jade Songbird, wherein lay the object of their quest. The roar of the river grew as the pair crept quietly through the jungle, for neither wished to alert the myriad fearsome predators that could be lurking in the darkened shadows cast by the thick canopy above.



A branch cracked loudly beneath Daring’s hoof, and Ginger squealed in alarm before she could cover her mouth. Ginger held her breath and looked slowly about the area. Nothing moved, and she let out a relieved sigh as Daring relaxed. A short nod later, and the two were moving forward once more. The jungle was thinning now as they approached the riverbank, and it looked like they would be able to make a safe descent into the valley.



Ginger bounded ahead of Daring, then turned to beckon Daring to join her. Her hoof froze moments later, her eyes went wide, and slowly she pointed and mouthed in silent terror, “B-b-behind you, Daring!”



Daring’s ears slowly flicked backwards, and she stilled herself for a moment, then suddenly ducked as a shadowy shape leaped out of the trees and narrowly missed ensnaring her in its outstretched limbs. The creature crashed to the ground, but was up in a moment, bellowing a roar of challenge to the two ponies who had dared violate its feeding grounds.



In the open air of the riverbank, Ginger was able to see the shape of their fearsome foe. Green scales that had blended so well with the leaves of the trees now glinted in the open sunlight. It rose on long legs as a tail tipped with a wickedly sharp stinger lashed behind it. Its fanged mouth hung open, forked tongue flicking outwards in Daring’s direction as it fixed its gaze on the larger prey. An Emerald Stinger! One of the most dangerous predators in the entire jungle!



“Hurry, Daring! While it’s still dizzy from hitting the ground!” Ginger frantically beckoned her, and Daring fanned her wings, then flicked them along the ground to blow a shower of dirt and debris into the massive reptile’s eyes. The next shriek was one of pained rage as it blindly whipped its head about, and Daring took the opportunity to gallop forward to the riverbank.



Ginger panted with effort as she kept ahead of Daring, while behind them, the Emerald Stinger jumped, covering half the distance between itself and the fleeing ponies. It bellowed once more, and then another jump brought it even closer, while ahead Daring and Ginger could see the river drop away into the misty abyss below. There was no time to find a safe way down. The Stinger was right behind them, and Ginger squeezed her eyes shut as she skidded to a stop at the cliff’s edge, sure this would be the end.



She felt her stomach drop as suddenly she was pulled forwards and over the edge, and a scream escaped her as the air whipped at her mane. She was falling! She was going to be a pancake on the ground below! Except...except she felt herself slowing, downward plummet replaced by the thrilling sensation of soaring forward. Ginger hesitantly opened her eyes, only to let out a whoop of excitement as she rested in Daring Do’s snug grip while Daring’s wings caught the air and carried them ahead. Behind, the Stinger let loose one final roar of frustration at being denied its meal.



For a short time, they were lost in the mists of the Fathomless Falls. The cool wetness soothed the discomfort of their jungle trek, and helped to calm pounding hearts after the narrow escape from the Emerald Stinger. And then the mists began to thin, and there before them was revealed the Valley in all its splendor. Even from so far above the ground, Ginger was struck by the vivid hues of massive flowers that formed a kaleidoscope of wild color. Few had ever set eyes on the Valley, and tales of its flora had failed to do it justice. Ginger sucked in a breath as they dropped ever lower, and then she plopped to the ground as Daring released her, the two in a small clearing about a mile away from the Falls.



Ginger slowly turned to look at the Falls behind her. The water itself was lost to the mists churned up by its impact upon the rock beneath, yet a brilliant rainbow hung within the mist. “Daring! Look at that!” Ginger pointed, and Daring turned to take in the sight.

“Worth almost being eaten just to see that,” Daring mused aloud. “Wish I could stay, but duty calls.”



“Right! We have a job to do!” Ginger agreed, and while Daring held up the enchanted compass that promised to guide them to the legendary Jade Songbird, Ginger busied herself inhaling the sweet scent of the glade they were within.



The snap of the compass closing drew her out of her reverie, and she matched Daring’s stride. Daring adjusted her hat, and Ginger looked back to make sure the bow round her own tail was still snugly cinched. To any pony, it would look like a normal ribbon, but Ginger knew better. The ribbon was as strong as any rope, and the weights entwined within its length meant Ginger had a hidden lasso, just like Calamity Marigold, heroic outlaw of the untamed wilds far beyond Appleoosa! That’s where she’d gotten the idea, anyway, but Calamity used her lasso to style her mane in a bun, which Ginger had always found a little impractical. It seemed too hard to pull free at short notice, plus then her mane might get in the way! Much better to just bite and tug the edge of a tail ribbon and the whole thing would slip right free!



Ginger realized Daring was pulling ahead of her, and so she raced back to Daring’s side. “How far do you think we have to go?” she asked solemnly. Now wasn’t the time to daydream about Calamity Marigold! They had to find the Songbird. “How big do you think it’ll be?” she asked. “I mean, if the statue is too big, we’ll never be able to carry it back.”



Daring snorted in what may have been a chuckle, and Ginger grinned sheepishly at her. “Right. Focus. Being quiet now.” 

The two trekked ahead in silence, and every so often, Daring would pull out the compass to ensure they were headed in the right direction. As time dragged on, Ginger felt herself thinking back to how they had met. Daring Do was usually a pony to travel alone. Her first companion had been forced on her, an eager fanfilly who Daring had wanted nothing to do with, but who had come through in the end to help Daring stop Ahuizotl from wielding the Rings of Scorcherro.



Ginger, however, had come across Daring quite by accident, when the famed adventurer had crashed through the window of her home while fleeing with the compass she now held. Ginger had been swept along, at first simply trying to escape from the thuggish ponies who’d been after Daring. That companionship of circumstance had blossomed into friendship with Daring Do when Ginger Sprout was able to demonstrate just how talented she could be, and help her evade the dogged pursuit of the perilous pony pursuit.



When her parents had been taken hostage by the same gang of criminals who sought the Valley of the Jade Songbird, Daring allowed the filly to accompany her until they could be rescued. Ginger had learned the criminals worked for the evil Duchess Hidden Charm, a vain mare who sought objects of great beauty and would do whatever it took to acquire them.



Together, they had infiltrated the lair of the Pirate Gryphon Longfeather, in order to steal his fastest ship, which allowed them to sail across the Sapphire Sea in record time. They had fought their way through the raging storm that threatened to sink them halfway across. They had explored the wondrous marketplace of Az’Kuli’Nadom, where strange relics from lost civilizations could be purchased for the right price. They had made friends with a Changeling of all creatures, one who had agreed to guide them through the jungle. They had soon lost their newest companion when she was captured in a nighttime ambush by Hidden Charm’s thugs, and was now no doubt held hostage with Ginger’s parents.



Ginger’s reverie came to an end when they came to the edge of a vast lake. Water lapped at their hooves, the lake’s surface shimmering with crystal clarity that allowed them to see straight to the bottom, which must have been a hundred hooves below, for the shore turned to a sheer drop just ahead. Only a number of silvery pillars of rock stood out in the otherwise empty lake. The pillars rose to just beneath the water’s surface, and formed a path to their destination. Across the lake sat an island. Upon the island lay the silvered monastery that was said to hold the Jade Songbird.



“Deceptive,” Daring noted. She turned round and scooped up a small rock that lay upon the ground, then pitched it into the water. It sank for several seconds, flitting whimsically through the water as it fell downwards. Then, from within the pillars, a flood of red billowed out, forming a cloud of fish that engulfed the rock. They swarmed around it for several seconds, then turned and swam back into their lairs. The rock was gone..



Ginger shivered. Any pony who fell into that lake...but Daring had begun to trot ahead, taking great care to not stray from the pillars that provided the only safe passage across the lake. Though the water rippled outwards from Daring’s hooves, the fish did not show themselves. Ginger gulped, gathered her courage, and then splashed her way forward to catch up to Daring Do.



Nothing interrupted their travel, and soon their hooves met with solid ground once more. Daring allowed herself to relax, and Ginger with her. “That was really frightening,” Ginger murmured. “I wish we could have used a boat, but if those fish can eat rocks…”

The monastery stood before them. Daring pulled the compass out one last time, and the arrow pointed straight ahead. Ginger stayed faithfully by her side as Daring pushed open the monastery doors, and cool air washed over them as they stepped inside.

Ginger looked about in awe. All around were statues made from every precious metal, every gemstone known to ponykind, each statue formed in exquisite detail. A serpent was captured rearing to strike, a zebra stood firm with axe gripped in challenge, a unicorn with her head high and horn scintillating with rubies to mimic her magic.



They made their way along the hallway, and Ginger marvelled at every sight. The far end of the hall was made from doors of solid gold, and a stunning relief of a massive bird decorated their front. Ginger gave an encouraging look to Daring Do, and together they eased open the doors.



The two entered a dimly lit chamber, lit by the flicker of dim torches set into the walls. Ahead lay a large dais, and upon it sat what could only have been the Jade Songbird. It was huge, and if the hall statues had seemed vivid in their detail, they were pale imitations of the Songbird. At first, Ginger was confused. How were they to carry that with them? And then there was a ripple of movement. A pair of golden eyes fixed upon them, and Ginger suddenly understood. “The Jade Songbird isn’t a statue...it’s alive!”



The torches suddenly burst into bright flame around them, dispelling the shadows and revealing that the Songbird had been chained to the dais. The Songbird trilled, a hauntingly beautiful note that faded beneath a tide of wicked laughter.



“Do you like my new pet?” came the silken voice of Hidden Charm as she smugly walked out from behind the dais. She was flanked by a dozen henchponies, each levelling weapons at the intrepid pair of heroes. “My, my, you have been quite the thorn in my side, Daring Do. But you do realize that if you do not get your hooves into the dining room this instant, your dinner will get cold!”








    Ginger blinked, and the monastery faded away to be replaced by the far more mundane walls of her bedroom. “I’m coming!” she called, and the book she held fell from her hooves. Ginger Sprout bounded off her bed and towards the delicious aroma that left her all too aware of her empty stomach.



    Daring Do and the Emerald Songbird lay upon the bed, forgotten for the moment. The cover had fallen open when Ginger dropped it, and words written with loving care were inscribed upon the title page.  

  

    Ginger Sprout,

    May you always remember no spell may outshine imagination, and books carry within them a special magic to carry us on voyages to places exotic and wondrous. I’ve always enjoyed my travels with Daring Do, and I know you will too.

    Happy 9th Birthday,

Princess Twilight Sparkle
      

      
   
      The Color and the Silence


      

      
      
         It looms, bone-white, from the mountain.  Its single dark window gazes down at her, and she is drawn into its emptiness once more.  Behind it stretches the infinite wall etched with portents of the future and remnants of the past.  She doesn't want to look at it.



Its spire unleashes a beam of eye-searing yellow light that lasers a small hole through the grey clouds.  She cannot look away.  Her hooves shake and sweat runs into her eyes as the light draws forth a new image: the moon.



Huge, weighty, it engulfs her.  The dark mare's face on its surface stares, cold and vacant, through her.



"I've done it already!"  Her voice is hoarse and tiny before the moon's enormity.  Her shouting is meaningless against its imposing awfulness, yet she persists.



"I've done everything you asked!  Please, stop!  Show me no more!"



The face of the mare draws before her, its eye unblinking and white.  Its stare is palpable, pushing her against the ground.  Fathomless sound waves, ceaselessly emanating from the surface, press her down.  They pound against her mind, and her mind screams.



The ground heaves and she falls.  Down, down into the moon, the black face staring without emotion.  Still she screams.  From the corners of her vision, four tiny lights appear.



Just when it seems she will meet her end on that impossibly large grey surface, she wakes.



A moment is all she needs to reorient herself to the trappings of her bedroom.  With a shaky hoof, she wipes away tears and just lays in bed and breathes.  Had her screams reached the waking world, as they sometimes do?  Her answer comes after a moment.



"Y-Your Highness?"



The voice is small, soft, and quivering.  Its temerity masks unspoken questions: I heard you.  Is everything okay?  This hoofmaiden was hired barely a month ago; she has yet to understand that her Princess expects courage.  She does not like being feared.



"I'm fine.  Good morning, Chanterelle." Standing, she stretches, parts the curtains to show the pre-dawn sky, and parts her lips to show a smile.  "I hope I didn't frighten you."



"N-no, of course n-not, Your Highness." The hoofmaiden's eyes remain pointed at the ground.  Her legs tremble, branch-like.



She sighs.  "If breakfast is ready, I shall attend once I have raised the sun."



"O-of course, Your Highness.  It's ready.  Breakfast is, I mean.  Of course." Bowing, scraping, she backs from the room, relief written on her every fiber, even when she hits the doorjamb and scampers around it.



She moves to lower the moon and sighs again.  It will be but the blink of an eye to her before that mare grows comfortable in her new role.  Yet blinks can take an awfully long time to happen.



The moon is skittish this morning.  Perhaps it is her.  The Mare stares down at her from her dream.  If only her sister were still here, she could have stepped into the dreamscape and...



She feels again as on that first night when she took control of it after a moonless week.  It may not produce its own light, but the moon is not to be trifled with.  Anew returns the guilt, the unworthiness of bearing this burden.  Only the exhaustion of moving two heavenly bodies, still palpable as ever better than nine hundred years on, allows her to take penance for her overreach.



Breakfast is always a major affair in Canterlot Castle.



On this morning, she tries to lose herself in the clatter of serving carts, the rustle of nobles who have jockeyed for position to dine at her elbow, the scent of pancakes with syrup and butter.  The rising vapor from scrambled eggs and coffee does nothing to lift her spirits.  They are weighed down by a dark, woolen blanket of foreboding.  She must face the Tower today.



"...excellent field of young candidates this year, if I do say so myself, so I anticipate good things from the new class.  And the new stained glass window you requisitioned has been installed in the Star Swirl the Bearded Wing of the Canterlot Royal Library.  If you ask me, Your Highness, begging your pardon, it's a bit of a fright..."



Yes, a new window.  That is the only reason she would have the dream again, much as she wishes it were a matter of too many sweets before bed.  The palace staff assume that they appear by the efforts of zealous nighttime workponies helping their Princess's beautify the castle.  They keep careful track of where and when new windows arrive; they do not inquire as to who makes them.



Her Chancellor is leaning toward her, mustache ends near to dipping in the butter.  She is expected to say something.



"Yes, very well, thank you, Kibitz. If that is all to report this morning?"



He closes his eyes and leaves with a flourish and a bow.  She closes her eyes and tastes the pancakes.  They are more delectable than she deserves.  She has no stomach for food, yet she must eat for two.








The day is planned perfectly to give her no respite from the dread.  A meeting sure to go on for at least two hours is cancelled due to sickness in the Zebrican ambassador's family.  Court is lightly trafficked and the petitioners' problems easily solved.  Two nobles whose petty squabble has at last made its way before her throne have the nerve to fall in love at first sight, rendering five generations of blood feud moot in a red heartbeat.



She clamors for something, anything, to occupy her faculties.  Her thoughts are only of the dream, the Tower, and the guilt.  She cannot even muster the will to fret over her student, for she has already come to terms with her disappearance.  To dwell on the loneliness only leads to thoughts of her sister.



There is a lull in her court, a thing unheard of in this day and age.  The universe has conspired against her and won; she folds.



"Morning Court closes early today." She raps a gavel against the armrest of her throne, one of many meaningless gestures her little ponies appreciate.  Rising, she stretches.  "I shall take my lunch in Canterlot Tower." The words balk at her lips.



So begins her gallows walk.



Canterlot Tower is not the tallest, not the largest, of the palace's many towers, but it is the most famous.  None but the Princess may enter.  Its forbidden status makes it a popular tourist attraction, and those who wish may view the many wondrous stained glass windows from the ground, where they will get nothing more than vague impressions of kaleidoscopic planes.  Were it any clearer, they might realize.



Her hoofsteps are louder when the Tower is her destination.  Their echoes peal through her mind like the first shots of a war only she remembers.  The smiles she gifts to palace staff and royal guards bowing low in her presence are all she can muster.  Were it not for centuries of habit, she might let her composure slip, and that would be it.  Even if their great-great-grandparents had long forgotten their second princess, she owes it to them to remain stoic.



She did not commission the Tower, nor the palace.  Only when her little ponies -- she hardly felt them "hers" back then, but they were so eager to please -- told her they would build a new palace in her honor, she merely chose the spot and asked that it not remind her of the ruins in the Everfree.  The rest she left to them.  The Tower's architect remains unknown, yet still she cannot shake the feeling that it was birthed directly from her guilt.  This walk is not the one which grows longer over time, but with pang of each hoofstep, she fears the torture is self-imposed.



Is it more than she deserves?



The sounds of the palace founder as she approaches the columns marking the Tower's entrance.  Two unicorn guards stiffen at the sight of her, and she spares them one last smile.  Between them lurks a gleaming cart with soup, salad and bread.  Trust Cream Stock to respond to a request for early lunch with service even better than usual.  She does not deserve this, but ignoring such devotion does her little ponies ill.  She samples the soup, hot and savory, and lifts the buttered bread to bring with her.



"Please, enjoy yourselves."



Leaving the cart and guards behind, she enters the Tower and closes the door.



Even the emptiest halls of the palace ring with the clatters of far-off hoofsteps, the hush of distant conversation, the movement of remote materials.  Here, there is nothing but color and silence.  Flocks of birds fly mutely past.  An explosion in the city would sound as the merest puff of breath.  Her hooves hush against the rug.  Nothing can shield her from the Tower and its alabaster glare.



The stuffs the bread down her throat to fortify herself and regrets that she cannot savor it.  "You sent for me.  Here I am."



Her voice is but a pebble in an ocean of silence.  It presses against her.



The windows at the hallway entrance are familiar if out of place.  Judging by their positions, it would have been the sinking of Marelantis which moved to the library.  Having oriented herself, she counts the steps as she walks to the far end.  There are six more than before.



"What do you want this time?"



The walls remain impassive; she must search for her answers.  To her right is the scene from her dream: the moon in its full glory, the Mare judging her, and four tiny sparkles at the cardinal directions.  She hesitates before moving closer to examine those sparkles: stars, drawing near the moon.  Their meaning is lost upon her.



"Is it my sister?  Is something happening to her?"



All she can hear is her heartbeat and breathing, both accelerated, and the booming silence.



"Stop this!" She circles, stomping her hooves.  "Haven't I always done what you asked?  For once, can you not just tell me what it is you need!"



No, comes the unbidden rebuttal, she hasn't always done what was asked.  Four hundred and thirty-three years ago, she thought she could break free from this prison, self-imposed though it might be.  Trottawa paid the price for her hubris in daring to tempt fate.  She was denied sleep for two weeks.  Never again would she defy the windows, but never did their meanings clarify.  The Marelantians lost to her slow action still visited her dreams now and then.



"Please..."



Eyes closed, she leans forward, and strikes her head against the wall.  How she missed this difference, she doesn't know, but there stands a door with gold inlays, imposed upon the Tower's far end.  Colorful shaped gems adorn the edges, raised like buttons but inert when she presses them.  The apex holds a mute white relief of an alicorn, in the simplified style of an Equestria ages past.  In the door's center, a sunburst motif rests at the intersection of six triangles of purple, lavender and pink.  At her gaze, the sunburst reveals a hole in its center.



She grits her teeth.  She swallows.  She steps forward and peers into the hole.  Nothing.



"I don't understand.  I never understand."



A blue light inside the hole pulses once.  It seems large enough around to accommodate her horn.  Despite her clear plan of action, her stomach remains leaden, sunken to the level of her hooves.  With a deep breath, she lowers her head, placing the tip of her horn into the hole as though it were as everyday an occurrence as raising the sun, and steps forward.



Magic surges through her, but beyond the faint tingle along the hairs of her coat, it passes and leaves her unharmed.  The door emits that blue light once more and parts in the middle.



There must be a blue sun stored in the vault beyond, so all-consuming is the light.  She raises a leg to shield her eyes and the light slowly dims to a manageable level.  For the first time since the Tower rose above the streets of the city bearing its name, she allows herself the momentary hope that it does not hate her, that it wants to help her but is limited in its methods.  Perhaps it is a victim of fate as much as she, and they are united in their frustration at one another.



Within the vault sits a pedestal bearing a single bright star that reminds her of a mentor long past.  Atop it rests a box, blue as a late sunset, gilded and encrusted with gems.  She looks behind herself, a thief checking for witnesses, and takes the box in her magic.  Despite its keyhole, it opens readily.



To nothing.



The interior is pale mauve and holds no answers to the question of its purpose.  A door that only she could unlock in the most secure tower of Canterlot Castle, and all it holds is an empty box?



Anger brims along her mouth, but she chokes it back.  It has never served her in the past and will not serve her now.  She sets the box back on its perch, closes the lid, and steps out of the light.  The doors slide closed.



"What's the connection?" she asks through her teeth, though she knows no answer is forthcoming.  Her eyes close; she holds on to the notion that she is not the only one frustrated by this situation for it is the one thing that can succor her.



There is one spot she has not looked, for gazing too long at the Tower's additions never fails to discomfit her.  Opposite the window depicting the moon is a scene from Canterlot the city.  It is immediately familiar: one of the lecture halls of her School, the view split between exterior and interior.  Outside, a purple head has broken through the roof of the tower.  Within is a purple filly, her eyes milky white, her face crying in mute pain, surrounded by a magical field.



Her blood runs cold as she recalls the morning's itinerary.



"Is this happening today?" She need not look at the sun to know its position in the sky.  "Is it happening now?"



Magic surges are rare, but in a unicorn talented enough just to merit an entrance exam to her School, they can be catastrophic.  Her mind whirls: the headmaster's reports!  This year's exam involves dragon eggs!  It is too clear what will happen, if it hasn't happened already.



She is already at the mouth of the hallway when a muffled boom shakes the tower.  All the little pieces of colored glass rattle in their housings, a symphony of ice crystal chimes.  It's the loudest sound she has ever heard in the Tower.  Outside, a distant rainbow shockwave creeps through the sky.  This is among the few experiences in her life she can count with a number so low as two.  She pauses to marvel at it, but can spare merely a second.



The guards cry out in alarm as she bursts from the door, scattering leftover salad across the floor.  She makes for the nearest window, depicting the shattering of a mirror, and crashes through it, spreading her wings.



Out from the Palace, down from the mountain, over the city, she flies, and the Tower that shares their names silently watches.  There will be time enough later to puzzle out the connection between moon, door and box.  Now, her only thought is swiftness and to save a little filly from suffering the fate of the Marelanteans.
      

      
   
      The Sweetest Water


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, there lived an elderly stallion named Thistletuft. He and his wife of many years had a ramshackle hut, deep in a forest the name of which passed from memory long ago. The two of them lived alone, with no neighbors, no children, and nopony but one another for many miles in every direction. But, they did have one another, and they were happy enough with that. 



A tiny town bordered this forest, and every week Thistletuft would pack on his saddlebags, laden heavy with bottles and pouches full of poultices and rubs and elixirs which he and his wife would make from the thistles they had harvested, to take to sell at the market. 



That week as every week, Thistletuft kissed his wife on her forehead as headed for the door, hours before sunrise. That week as every week, he said to her, “I’ll be home by evening if the market’s good. If I’m late, don’t stay up on my account.” That week as every week, she snorted when he said that—all the answer it deserved. That week as every week, he turned and went back to her for one more kiss. And that week as every week, he finally forced himself out the door, and traveled all the long way down the winding dirt road through the forest until at last he reached the market.



But on that day, through chance or fate, Thistletuft found his sales much poorer than usual. He was forced to stay at the market much longer than he liked, and by the time evening came he had still made only a paltry few bits. Looking at the sky with a cluck of his tongue and a wince, he rushed through his final errands. He quickly packed up what had gone unsold, hurried to buy the baker’s last loaf of bread and the farmer’s last sack of grain, ruefully passed by the beekeeper’s closed-up stall, and finally left town as the sun began to set. In his haste, he even forgot to stop by the town well for the drink he always took before heading home. Hoping to shave some time from his journey, he forewent the dirt path through the forest and instead cut straight through the woods.



As he made his way through the underbrush, the sun set, and for a moment he was plunged into darkness. But the moment passed as the full moon rose, silver and bright, and lit the forest in a pale, cold light.



Traversing the woods, he soon became thirsty. The way home was long, and navigating without a road was tiring work. It was not long before he was cursing his forgetfulness, and wishing he had paused a moment at the well when he had had the chance. As he trotted, he looked all about for a stream or pool from which to drink, when up ahead he spied the glint of water.



Going to it, he found a perfectly round, perfectly still pool which seemed to reflect the moon and stars above with unwavering clarity. He bent his head to drink, and as he did, he looked and saw that the pool was teeming with fish and waving blooms, all dancing below the surface. Still, he was thirsty, and the water seemed clear and unmuddied. But as his breath rippled the surface, he heard the tinkle of chimes all around him, and stepped back in wonder.



“Hail, Thistletuft,” said an ethereal, crystalline voice which seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. “Be welcome here this night.”



“How come you to know my name?” Thistletuft asked, looking about.



“I know all who tread the land, and all who part the sky. I know all who swim the waters, and all who burrow the earth. I am the Pool of Life, and in me beats the heart of every living thing.”



The chimes slowly began to rise in pitch, and the voice continued, “My boon is eternal life, and I offer it to you now. Drink of my waters, and live forever!”



The old stallion replied, “I am thirsty, it is true, and to live forever seems a great boon indeed. But nothing is without a price.” He shook his head, and began to trot around the the pool. “Princess Celestia has life eternal, but her sorrow is unending. All that she loves must pass, even that which she dreamed would be with her for eternity. There is much I would give for eternal life, but what you ask of me is more than I can bear. I will slake my thirst elsewhere.” The chimes rang a mournful dirge, and the Pool of Life called his name as he trotted away, but he did not once look back.



Through the deep woods he picked his way, a sheen of sweat settling on his brow despite the cool air. As he trotted, he looked all about for a stream or pool from which to drink, when up ahead he spied the glint of water.



Going to it, he found a withered heath with a small pond at its center. He bent his head to drink, and as he did, he saw that what he at first took for a pond was in truth a tar pit, a thin layer of water covering its inky dangers. Still, he was thirsty, and the water atop the tar looked clear and clean enough. But as his breath rippled the surface, he heard a low growl echoing all around him. Fearful, he pulled back and looked all about.



“Ah, Thistletuft,” purred a deep, velvety voice which seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. “You were wise to refuse the Pool of Life. Its offer is but a gilded cage, for what good is life eternal when one cannot impose one’s will upon that eternity?”



“How come you to know my name?” Thistletuft asked, still nervously pawing the ground as the grunts and snarls echoed about him.



“I know all who yearn, and all who seek. I know all who dream, and all who act. I am the Pit of Desire, and in my depths lurk every want and need which has ever been thought or spoken.”



The growls increased in ferocity until they filled the stallion’s ears. “My boon is the power to satisfy all of your cravings. Drink of my pitch, and lay claim to unfettered might!”



The old stallion replied, “I am thirsty, it is true, and unfettered might seems a great boon indeed. But nothing is without a price.” He shook his head, and began to trot around the pit. “King Sombra found power beyond the ken of any pony, yet even as he grasped all he had ever dreamed, he found new horizons of desire to taunt him. His power only made him realize his impotence in the face of new cravings. There is much I would give for unfettered might, but what you ask of me is more than I can bear. I will slake my thirst elsewhere.” The growls rose to angry shrieks, and the Pit of Desire roared his name as he trotted away, but he did not once look back.



The forest soon grew thick around him once more, and each drop of moisture on a leaf or fern taunted him as he made his way onward, reminding him of how far he had traveled without refreshment. As he trotted, he looked all about for a stream or pool from which to drink, when up ahead he spied the glint of water.



Going to it, he found a stony brook which curved near to his path as it babbled between roots and hillocks. He bent his head to drink, and as he did, he realized that although the brook was swift and shallow, it made no sound. Still, he was thirsty, and the water seemed normal enough to his eyes, if not his ears. But as his breath rippled the surface, he was suddenly plunged into silence. He stood and pricked his ears, but he could hear neither the wind rustling through the trees, nor chirp of crickets, nor anything but his own breathing.



“Thistletuft,” wheezed an ancient, dusty voice which seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. “You were wise to refuse the Pool of Life and the Pit of Desire. immortality and strength are but lures, which pale beside true permanence and true power.”



“How come you to know my name?” Thistletuft asked, his voice loud in his own ears amidst the stillness.



“I know all. I see all. I am the River of Knowledge, and within my waters flows all that has been learned, and all that will be learned.”



The voice coughed, a strangely vulnerable sound. “My boon is the understanding of all things. Drink of me, and discover all that there is to be discovered, in this age or the next!”



The old stallion replied “I am thirsty, it is true, and to discover all that there is to be discovered seems a great boon indeed. But nothing is without a price.” He shook his head, and began to trot around the stream’s bend. “Starswirl the Bearded knew more than any ten ponies who have lived before or since, yet all his knowing did not bring him happiness. His learning made him careless of all that he could not quantify, and he died wretched and alone. There is much I would give for knowledge of all things, but what you ask of me is more than I can bear. I will slake my thirst elsewhere.” The unnatural silence began to fade, and the River of Knowledge whispered his name as he trotted away, but he did not once look back.



At last, with the moon high overhead and his throat bone-dry, the old stallion arrived at his ramshackle hut. As he creaked open the door, his wife looked up from the fire she was tending. “Ah, my love!” she cried. “You are so late returning! I was worried; is anything wrong?”



Thistletuft bowed his head in apology. “I didn’t mean to worry you, my dear. You needn’t have stayed up on my account—” she snorted at that—the only answer it deserved— “but it was a slow day at the market.” He began to unpack his bags, then sadly glanced at the small pile they made on the table. “I didn’t bring back any honey this week, I’m afraid.”



His wife glared at him, stalked up to him… but she couldn’t keep the laughter from her eyes as she dropped her pretended ire and rested her head into his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re home,” she whispered, closing her eyes.



“As am I, my dear.” He pulled back and planted a kiss on her lips, but she pushed him gently away before he could lean too far into it.



“Your lips,” she said, licking them tenderly, “are as dry and cracked as the desert! Here, let me fetch you a glass of water.” She bustled to the water basin, and filled a mug for him.



As she brought it to the table, he smiled. “Thank you, my dear. I am thirsty, it is true.” And as the two sat together, he lifted the glass to his lips, and drank it dry.



It was the sweetest water he had ever tasted.








In all the lands of Equestria and beyond, the name of Princess Celestia is revered, the name of King Sombra reviled, and the name of Starswirl the Bearded respected. In all the lands of Equestria and beyond are told and written hundreds of stories of these ponies: of she who took up the burden of all living things with her mantle as Daybringer; of he who destroyed an Empire in his mad whimsy; of he who mastered the learning of magic as none had ever done before.



There are hundreds of stories of these ponies, yet there is is no tale of Thistletuft—except for this one. Perhaps this is as it should be, for he turned aside from all that was offered him. He chose his love and his life, when instead he could have had immortality, or power, or knowledge, and become the stuff of legend.



And yet, I would like to think that our world is the sort of place where one need not choose between these. If you will, remember Thistletuft, and remember also wherefrom comes the sweetest water.
      

      
   
      Feel


      

      
      
         The winds howled relentlessly. Fast driven snow stung like ant bites on their carapace. Each step sank to the knees as they dragged their arching hooves across the white blanketed surface. The never changing direction of the wind froze their glittery gold, blue and red colored wings and grass colored feelers at an angle. As far as their eyes could see, there was nothing. Not even the Windigo. The winds had scoured the lands clear. Even their worries and hope were a fleeting sensation before the winds carried them away.



But Glitter Song didn’t want to give up.



She and her husband Star Dust have come too far. They were further south than any flutter pony had been… if her Location Crystal was telling the truth. The several weeks of unending night filled with endless snow were their sole routine, broken only by the company they had with each other when they made camp.



Presently, Glitter Song closed her eyes and silenced her mind. Her senses reached out and felt the chittering magic in the crystal, hidden in one of the many pouches tied to her flank. With a flick of a thought, the crystal pulsed, a radiating wave of raw, unrefined magic shot off far into the distance. She waited for several seconds, Feeling. Nothing returned.



The echoes had grown fainter and fainter until it stopped altogether a few hours ago. Or what she thought was a few hours ago, since the perpetually overcast skies revealed no sign of whether it was day or night. She would have given everything she got just to punch a hole in those thick black clouds but she right now could barely stand and walk, let alone fly. There were better ways to keep her wings from snapping in half.



With a twitch of her feelers, Glitter Song fished the crystal out in a white glow and held it up to her eyes. The shard of clear quartz tinted with blue magic was suited for the smooth, twisty tunnels of the underground cities of their kingdom where its magic would bounce around and map its countless passages. In this white wasteland, it might as well be useless when there was nothing to ping off of.



Staring at the swirling motes of light within the crystal didn’t help either. She felt her Warming Crystal glowed in overdrive and the blossoming heat drove away the cold that encroached while she stood. With a sigh, she stuffed the crystal back into the pouch and moved on.



Star Dust was a few feet ahead, his dark blue coat blending into the dark surroundings. His ghostly white mane and his golden wings were the only thing visible. Glitter Song quickened her pace and joined him at his side, gaining a respite from the harsh winds. With a smile, Star Dust leaned in and nuzzled her nose. Glitter Song returned him a ghost of a smile.



The snow went on and on, growing deeper with each step. A check on her Time Crystal revealed that, indeed, it was a few hours since the Locating Crystal last returned an echo. Glitter Song looked on at the dark emptiness.



Was everypony right? That the entire world had frozen over? Glitter Song’s face fell. Maybe this is a fool’s errand?



She turned to Star Dust. “Do you think—”



“Remember her Majesty’s words, Song,” his soft voice cut her off.



Glitter Song reared just a little, her wings fluttering. A feeler curled. 



Then she remembered.








They lay on the couch, Glitter Song’s body snuggled against Star Dust. A reassuring hoof stroked gently on her wheat colored shoulders as her brown downcast eyes stared at the smoothed rock floor of their home.



“Why won’t the councilors listen?” she asked.



 The hoof stopped and pulled Glitter Song tighter against him. Worry wafted and swirled around her, radiating from Star Dust.



“They fear for our safety,” Star Dust whispered.



Oh, they feared alright. Glitter Song could feel it rolling off them in waves as they spoke down from their pedestals, denying their request to venture south in search of the land every filly and colt had heard in their foalhood.



A land of dreams where magic was everywhere—in the soil, in the grass, in the sky and in everypony. Not just magicless rocks and tunnels under a sprawling mountain covered in eternal cold and ice. Tales of ponies, ancient in form, from the times before the Great Exodus when the Windigo froze the world, who lived in that land, in magic, in harmony.



Unfortunately, the councilors insisted that were just that—tales, not facts.



She shook her head. “They are afraid of the bleakness, sure that the world was gone.”



Star Dust rested his head on her coffee colored mane. Glitter Song smiled as she relished the touch. His love washed over her like a warm blanket and she relaxed. She hadn’t realize she was grinding her teeth.



They aren’t worth it, those old, stodgy mares and stallions. But it was shame for the flutter ponies to live and die in this lonely glorified fortress forever to guard the Wellspring, the heart of the Flutter Kingdom. Even if the world was truly frozen, they should be out there doing their best to reclaim the land. The power of the Wellspring could well see to that.



“I’m sorry, Star,” Glitter Song said. “My anger must have been needling you while I was moping the whole time…”



Star Dust simply squeezed her in response.



Before Glitter Song could settle further into Star Dust, their ears shot up at the sound of three raps on their door. Slinking out of his legs, Glitter Song walked the twenty steps to the door and threw it open.



A yellow mare with pale orange mane stood in the tunnel, head held high at attention. A rose pink cravat adorned her neck, signifying her to be from the office of Her Royal Majesty, the Royal Secretary, Sun Gem, to be exact. Glitter Song’s eyes widened at the realization.



Without any preambles, Sun Gem announced: “Please prepare for the arrival of her Majesty.”



Glitter Song scrambled back and immediately lay prostate as Star Dust joined Glitter Song by her side.



Sun Gem stepped aside for a tall figure to step into her home. Her coat was a brilliant gold-yellow and her mane that flowed in long locks past her shoulders the faintest of rose pink. Her deep green carapace that covered the three-quarters of her barrel and back and the enormous translucent golden-orange and black wings shone with daily polish and care. A small crown made of the clearest quartz and diamond sat upon her head, peeking from behind two thick, red feelers.



Queen Rosedust looked upon her subjects said with a wave of her hoof:



“Please rise.”



Glitter Song stood shakily while Star Dust seemed nonchalant. “T-to what do I owe this honor, your Majesty?” she asked.



A gentle smile adorned Rosedust’s face. “Let us settle down before we talk matters, shall we?”



“Ah… yes, your Majesty.” Glitter Song waved frantically to her couch. “T-this is the best your humble subject could offer…”



“Have no worries, Glitter Song.” Rosedust said as she walked over and lay gracefully on the couch, her long slender body occupying most of it.



With a waggle of her feelers, two cushions levitated in pink glow over to Glitter Song and Star Dust who did their best to settle down comfortably under the soft eyes their monarch.



“So, shall we begin?”



Glitter Song and Star Dust nodded in unison.



“I heard that the two of you have been making inquires in regards to leaving the kingdom,” Rosedust said, her smile never wavering.



A jolt of cold went through Glitter Song and Star Dust.



“I wish to know why.”



Star Dust stared impassively while Glitter Song was taken aback, to put it mildly. Did the council not raise this to the queen? she thought. Of course not. They won’t bother with something as trivial as two subjects wanting to leave for a land of foalhood tale… her thoughts shot back. But why is the queen here?



“So…”



Rosedust’s soft, trailing voice jolted Glitter Song out of her thoughts.



“I… wanted to find the fabled land. I want to find Equestria,” she said.



Glitter Song felt her gut sink when the smile disappeared off Rosedust’s face. Her ears folded back. Her feelers twitched erratically. She threw herself on the floor. “I-it’s just my wishful thinking, your Majesty!”



Rosedust looked from Glitter Song to Star Dust, her expressions turned contemplative. The scent of smoky nuts drifted past Glitter Dust’s nose—the queen was curious. There was no sharp sting of anger directed at neither her nor Star Dust. Slowly, the fear drained from her.



A wan smile replaced the look of contemplation of Rosedust now. “You truly wish to seek the land of Equestria?



“Yes!” Glitter Song immediately stuffed her hooves into her mouth. Her mouth had outrun her mind this time. “F-forgive me, your Majesty.”



Rosedust shook her head. “There is nothing to forgive.” She fixed Glitter Song with motherly look. “It is a bold endeavor.” She turned to Star Dust. “And you would follow her to the ends of the world, Star Dust. Even though you have said nothing, I have felt your conviction and love to her.”



Star Dust nodded.



Glitter Song rose from the floor and back onto the cushion. “Even if most of the flutters think that it was a bunch of foal stories, I’ve check the historical archives. There were several mentions of ‘Equestria’ by travelers from the empire to the south. Well, until they disappeared more than a thousand years ago…”



“Indeed, you are correct,” Rosedust said.



That got Glitter Song’s hopes up. “But is it true?”



Rosedust nodded. “I was trying to open relations with the Crystal Empire before a prince named Sombra…” Her face turned somber. “Let us not conduct an impromptu history lesson, for today I come with an ulterior motive.”



Glitter Song shot up straight in her position. “… Your Majesty?”



Rosedust turned to Sun Gem, who had been standing off to her side the whole time, and said: “Give it to them.”



With a flick of her feeler, two pink tinted quartzes floated off Sum Gem’s pouch and into the hooves of Glitter Song and Star Dust. Glitter Song looked at the crystal in the shape and color of the rose that adorned Rosedust’s flank and then at Rosedust. “… Your Majesty?”



“Fifteen hundred years ago, an entity known as Discord unleashed his magic and his minions upon our fledgling kingdom, devastating it.” Rosedust said, her shoulders slumping. “With the combined magic of the Wellspring and the Utter Flutter of every flutter ponies involved, we managed drive them off.



“However I believe, in the ensuing chaos and battle, a group led by my daughter had thought the kingdom had fallen and fled south across the ice and snow to Equestria. To this day, I have no idea of their fates nor I have the contacts to find them, what with the south a frozen wasteland.”



Glitter Song sat in her cushion, stunned. The history books have never mentioned this. They had been unanimous that a Chaotic spirit had ran rampant on the kingdom and the princess fell to him. It was something that the queen apparently never corrected. “I-I’m sorry for your loss, your Majesty…”



The wan smile returned on Rosedust’s face briefly. “These will grant you permission to leave the kingdom.” An almost imperceptible rattle of sadness crashed into Glitter Song, shocking her. That little bit of sadness was already overwhelming. Glitter Song felt tears welling in her eyes and she shuddered. “And I have only one request: find out the fate of Glitter Dust, my daughter and report it back to me through the crystals you now hold in your hooves.”



Rosedust then drew herself to full seating height.



“I hereby decree that the two of you are on an extended assignment to explore the greater world outside the kingdom for the duration until you are unable to carry on, be it by death or by your inability,” she announced. “You may deem fit to return at any point of time should you feel that you have succeeded in the mission or otherwise.”



Glitter Song and Star Dust bowed. “We will, your Majesty,” Glitter Song said.



“Thank you, Glitter Song, Star Dust.” Rosedust smiled warmly. “Please, find my daughter.”








Presently, Star Dust stopped and stared forward, standing stock still. Glitter Song stumbled for a few steps narrowing avoiding collision with him.



She frowned. “What’s wrong…” her voice trailed off.



Just like her husband, she faced forward, standing stock still. Is… is that… 



She could feel it, way off into the distance. It was a fuzzy, indistinct buzz but it was unmistakable—magic. It was raw if a little more refined than what she was used to. But it was magic. Without warning, Glitter Song took off galloping. Star Dust blinked once before joining her.



They galloped for hours. Or what Glitter Song felt was hours. She didn’t care anymore. The buzz grew and soon became huge clouds, wavering in and out of existence. Warmth, like what the Warming Crystal gave out rolled over them. In an instant, the blizzard stopped. The snow that was once knee deep shrunk rapidly until—



Glitter Song tripped and face planted on grass. Grass! The rich scent of the earth filled her nostrils. Giggling and ignoring the pain, she got back on her hooves. Her eyes took in a vista of wide grass land dotted with low flowers of pink, yellow and white. A noise built and then erupted into a squeal. It was several moments before she realized it was her voice. This is just like what the history books said!



The grass! The sky! The clouds! … Is the sky supposed to be blue? Glitter Song took off once again, aiming for a patch for dark green on the horizon. She barely registered the hoofbeats of Star Dust as he galloped beside her. The wind roared in her ears, fluttering her wings as it flowed across her back. A click told her that the Warming Crystal had switched off. The heat from the weak midday sun was already giving off enough heat.



Glitter Song felt Star Dust brushed against her flank and he wrapped a pair of hooves around her barrel. Together, they tumbled onto the grass just short of the dark evergreen pines. She could feel it—the quiet rumble in the soil, the swishing in the grass, the prickly feeling in the strange small leaves of the trees and the enormous oppressive congregates in the sky and clouds. Her feelers twitched constantly, taking in and cataloguing every sensation of this strange new magic. It wrapped around the two of them like a warm blanket.



“We made it!” Glitter Song laughed.



Star Dust nuzzled her neck, eliciting a giggle. The sweet scent of love and joy flooded her. They made it. They were in the fabled land. The councilors were so, so wrong.



Now there was only one task left: find Princess Glitter Dust.
      

      
   
      Tumbling Down the Slippery Slope


      

      
      
         It was on the morning of April the Twenty-First, right around nine in the morning, that two things happened at once.



One: Some little critter bit me right on the neck. Stung like heck for all of a second, then stopped. I whistled a little bit in pain, tried to reach up and scratch it. Darn. It’d been there for all of half a second and it was already itchy.



Two: Twilight did one of her little magic tricks, poofing into existence about five feet to my right. She teleported behind me, then back in front of me, took my head in her hooves, shook it up and down, babbled something about magic, teleported toward Big Mac, shouted something, then vanished again.



It was only a second after she’d vanished that it registered up in my cranium that she’d been carrying about five loads of laundry with her at the time, and that her horn had been glowin’ brighter than a Hearth’s Warming firework.



“Darn gnats,” I muttered, letting my hoof drop to the grass. “And darn Twilight. Mac, what crazy fool thing y’reckon she’s up to this time?”



We’d been bucking apples together out in the west orchard since roundabouts sunrise that morning. He shrugged. Dealing with Twilight and whatever magical thing had gotten her attention recently ain’t exactly his area of expertise. Then again, I can’t say that it was really mine, either.



“Hm.” I grunted, and pushed the basket of apples a bit to the side so I could see Big Mac better. “Got any clue why she went rushin’ off like that?”



He shrugged again. I’ve said it a lot of times before, but I’ll say it again: That stallion gets more across in a few movements and a facial expression than most ponies can get across in a lifetime. Too bad most ponies can’t be bothered to listen.



I nodded. “And why’d she have all that...stuff with her?”



Another shrug.



“You ain’t got no idea, do you?”



“Nope.”



I grit my teeth and reached back up to try and rub that spot on my neck. Whatever critter had gone and bit me, its bite had left a stinging something fierce. Awful stuff. This weren’t no gnat. It was getting into skeeter season, though. Overenthusiastic bloodsuckers - get me every year. Meanwhile, Mac, red coat and all, never even gets a nibble. It’s right unfair, is what it is.



I wrinkled my nose. “Well, who does she think she is?” I asked. “Rushin’ in and out of everywhere, bothering ponies when they’re trying to get apples bucked - did she even say why she was here?”



“Nope.”



“Couldn’t understand a word she said either, huh?”



“Eeyup.”



I frowned. “Yup, couldn’t understand? Or yup, could understand?”



Mac thought about that for a moment, then shrugged again. Darn. Ain’t no way to not feel dumb when you got a master communicator like that around. I should’ve understood the first time.



“Well,” I said, “would’ve helped if she maybe hadn’t been teleporting every few feet. Ain’t no proper way to talk, shufflin’ around the universe like that.”



“Eeyup.”



“I’ll tell you, Mac - that unicorn - “



“Alicorn,” Mac put in. I shot him a glare before finishing.



“- alicorn,” I corrected, “has been gettin’ far too teleport-happy lately. I don’t usually like judging Twilight, ‘cause she’s a great princess and a better friend, but really, it’s just the teensy bit ridiculous, teleporting all of five feet ‘cause she couldn’t be bothered to walk there.”



“Eeyup.”



“S’not like I could teleport like that,” I muttered. That bite was stingin’ something fierce now, but I had no time for a little bit of neck pain right now. Darn thing could wait its turn; there were emotional damages to deal with first. “If I could, this whole applebuckin’ job would get about fifty times easier.”



“‘Bout seventy-eight times, actually,” Big Mac said.



“What’ve I said about you and them mathematics?” I said. I swear, things have never been the same since I found him alone in his room with a pencil, a piece of paper, and a bunch of letters he kept calling numbers. Letters and numbers - pshaw. Only some kind of dang fool would put those two together. I put a hoof on my hat and glared at the tree I’d been bucking. It completely failed to glare back.



Yeah, I know Carmella probably didn’t deserve that - ‘specially now that she was only just now gettin’ over Bloomberg being gone - but I couldn’t help it. Sometimes, you just need to give something a good glare.



 “And ‘sides, don’t mean I want it,” I said. “Feels wasteful, and lazy.”



“Eeyup.”



I coughed. My cheeks felt a little warm, though I put it off to sunburn. “But still. I just don’t think it’s fair that Twilight gets to rub it in my face that she can do that and I can’t.”



Mac raised an eyebrow.



“Don’t give me that, Mac. I got no problem calling it that. Sure, maybe she don’t mean it.”



“Eeyup.”



“But that don’t mean it ain’t insulting.” I frowned a little and furrowed my eyebrows. Ponies sometimes underestimate the value of a good eyebrow-furrowing. Lemme tell you that this kinda eyebrow-fu ain’t the easiest thing on the farm to do. Takes practice, and hard work, but it always comes in handy for situations like this. “It’s like she’s got something I don’t got, and keeps showing it off without really caring. Some kinda…privilege.”



Big Mac raised the other eyebrow. I might’ve been the master of eyebrow furrowing, but when Mac raises an eyebrow, ponies tend to take notice. When both go up on that big red forehead of his, ponies know to take notice.



But I didn’t care. I was on a roll. Plus, every second spent talking was a second I didn’t have to spend gritting my teeth at my neck, which was ratchetting and throbbing and generally hurting around like a nuisance that thought it owned the place.



“Yeah,” I said, then said it again, louder. I was picking up steam, like a freight train ready to barrel down the Appleoosan Plateau. “And maybe this privilege thingy is floatin’ right in front of her eyes, so that she can’t see it for what it is, see? She sees it every day, so she thinks it’s right and proper to go around poofin’ into thin air every other minute with other poofin’-less ponies around. It’s like she needs to take a moment and, uh - “



I faltered for a half a second. For a minute there, the words had been coming so quickly and easily that it’d felt like I was sliding on churned butter. Then my neck throbbed again, and I found the words I’d been looking for.



“ - check that that privilege is there!” I snapped a hoof, which, for most ponies, pretty dang hard to do. “And I saw that, Mac. Don’t you go rollin’ those eyes at me!”



“Eeyup.”



“Ponies thinkin’ they can just roll their eyes all over the place,” I muttered. “And it ain’t just Twilight,” I said. Back on topic. “All them other unicorns do it, too. Take Rarity. She’s always floatin’ stuff around her. Would it kill her to use her gosh-darn hooves for a second?”



“Nope.”



“Exactly!” I nodded to myself. I had him; I knew it. “Them unicorns even got their own magic-y school up in Canterlot. Lemme ask you this: Why do they get a magic school? Why ain’t no earth ponies got a magic school?”



Big Mac grunted.



“Or pegasi,” I added. “Yeah, I see your point. But still! It’s downright unfair, is what it is. Us earth ponies got our own kinds of magic, too. Why don’t we have any kind of magic school for it? Why don’t we get to learn any spells or levitation or fancy teleport magic?”



Big Mac stared at me for a second, and then slowly turned back around to buck a tree. I could only guess that he’d been so astounded by my leap of perfect logic that he had to go touch something real to make sure he wasn’t dreaming or nothing.



“All us ponies got magic,” I said. This was it. This was what I’d been leading up to this whole time, without even knowing about it. “So why do only the unicorns get praised for it? It ain’t right.”



Mac stopped bucking for a second and just looked at me. Then he reached back and slapped at the back of his neck.



“Skeets?” I asked. He nodded. “Darn things.”



“Eeyup.”



“But anyways,” I said, “it ain’t right that unicorns get all the praise for magic-using and magic-learning when any earth pony - or pegasus - could do it exactly the same.”



“Eeyup.”



“Or better,” I added, a little proudly. “Heck, with your average earth pony’s work ethic, I wouldn’t be surprised if we got ourselves a whole race of arch-wizards within a month!”



“Eeyup.”



“Darn tootin’,” I said. “So, Mac. You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”



“Nope.”



I pulled the brim of my hat down lower over my forehead. I only ever adjusted my hat in one of two situations: When Discord came over and made it rain chocolate milk over the farm, and when things were about to get real messy. I got this grin on my face, real business-like.



There weren’t no chocolate milk for miles around, and I was ready to kick some flank.



“Time to start a revolution.”








Course, a farm ain’t no place to start a proper revolution. I know some travelling salesponies came down from Stalliongrad a few months ago talking real funny-like about “the rise of the farmpony and the proto-ferret against the bear-guys-e,” but see, that ain’t how we do things here in Ponyville. You wanna get ponies involved, you gotta get everypony involved. So me and Mac, we took our little movement down to the town square.



It was a pretty bustling day. Sun was bright, sky was clear, and besides Miss Heartstrings taking a nap on a park bench, there weren’t a unicorn around. Perfect.



I hopped up on the stage they’d been putting up for the Nightmare Night party in a few weeks and nodded down to Mac. “Got the megaphone?”



“Eeyup.” He whipped the thing out of his saddlebags and plopped it down on the stage quicker than a rattlesnake can bite a hornet out of the sky. 



“Perfect.” I nabbed that thing up in a hoof - don’t ask how; ain’t nobody been able to figure out how earth ponies hold things like that ‘cept us, and we ain’t tellin’ - and turned the volume all the way up. I flicked the switch, and brought it up to my chompers.



By now, at least a few ponies in the square had noticed us, and were giving me kinda funny looks. I just smiled and waved. They were about to get a show, alright. I pulled the hat down again and grinned.



Time to get things moving.



“Excuse me, everypony!” I hollered. “Can I get y’all’s attention, please?” This wasn’t going to be easy, but I was sure I could get them to see reason. I was going to have to reel ‘em in, real nice and slow. Some random pony shouting from the top of a half-built stage ain’t usually anything to pay much attention to, but Applejack, local apple farmer and six-year local rodeo champion?



I don’t like tooting my own horn or nothing, but when a pony’s got half a dozen bright blue ribbons in a polished display case, other ponies know to listen. Don’t ask me why. Us rodeo ponies just tend to know what’s going on, and since everypony else knows that we know, it’s easier to get stuff moving otherwise.



The monopoly on about a third of the local foodstuffs don’t hurt nothing, either, but I’d like to think that most ponies would listen to me even without knowing that. Probably.



By now, maybe six or seven ponies had lined up in front of the stage. About half had saddlebags on. I counted: two pegasi, five earth ponies. Not a single unicorn in the bunch.



“Howdy, everypony.” I cleared my throat and held the megaphone a bit below my chin. “Caramel, how’s the marefriend?”



“She’s good,” he said. “She’s loving the cooler weather. Getting some fall-flowers right now, actually.” I nodded. Always good to establish some kind of rapport with the audience before starting up a good speech. I could tell that they were already warming up to me. The megaphone came back up.



“G’morning, everypony!” I said. I got a half-hearted chorus of “good mornings” in response. “I’m here to talk to y’all about a subject that I’ve only just realized is one that’s near and dear to my heart.”



“What is it, dear?” said a pony in the crowd. I squinted down at her and recognized Missus Cake pretty quick. She had on these two big saddlebags printed with cupcakes on the side, and little Pound Cake sitting in a sling that sat against her chest.



“I’m gettin’ to that,” I said, and winked. “Hold your horses, ma’am.” A few chuckles went up around the crowd.



“Now, I’d like to ask y’all a question. Have you ever gotten a real sore hoof or mouth from movin’ stuff around or writin’ stuff down all day?”



I got a few nods. I recognized the owner of Quills and Sofas join the crowd and gave him a welcoming sort of grin-and-nod combo. “What about from walkin’ around all day? Who here’s gone on a long trip and felt real tired and sore by the end of it?”



Almost everypony’s hooves went up. I could tell I had ‘em. They couldn’t see where I was going - not yet - but they’d see soon enough.



I spotted a familiar face in the crowd. “Rainbow Dash! Good to see you. I got a question for you.”



“Uh,” Dash said, scratching the back of her head. “Good to see you too, I guess. What’s goin’ on here?”



“I’m getting there, I’m getting there,” I said. “Now, Dash. Tell me: How good’s your mouthwritin’?”



“It’s pretty good,” Dash said, quickly. A little too quickly. I smirked.



“Really? What’d the Equestrian Revenue Service think of it the last time they got your tax returns?”



Dash’s grin fell away pretty quick. It was like watching molasses melt away on a warm summer day. “Well, uh,” she said. She mumbled something again.



“What was that? Couldn’t hear you.”



“They sent my forms back and made me pay an extra three bits to fill them out again,” Dash said. Her cheeks were blushing a bright apple red, and she was staring down at the ground like she wanted it to come up and gulp her down.



“And why was that?”



“Cuz they couldn’t read them.” Dash squeezed her eyes shut. I didn’t like doing this to her, but everypony had to see what was up before I got into the fun stuff. She opened her eyes and glared at me. “What do you care about some dumb old forms, anyway?”



“Well, let’s see,” I said, tapping my chin for effect. Everypony likes a good bit of theatrics, especially when you’re up on a stage. “Anypony else here had that problem?”



A few more hooves went up - mostly earth ponies, though one or two pegasi did as well.



“How many of you have ever looked at somethin’ pretty big, or a lot of little things lying around your house, and thought to yourselves, ‘No way in Tartarus that I’m gonna be able to lug all that around’?”



More hooves. A few confused chuckles. That suited me just fine. We were about to get to the good part.



“How many of you’ve ever seen a unicorn get traveller’s hoof?” I asked, megaphone held tightly against my mouth. “How many of you’ve seen a unicorn having a problem carrying a bunch of stuff down the road?”



That got a few mutters out of ‘em. By now, it looked like Miss Heartstrings had woken up and wandered over to my little gathering, but I didn’t care. I had a crowd to lead.



“How many of you have seen a unicorn with bad mouthwritin’?” That took a second to register, but once the looks of confusion started to hit their faces, a lump-eatin’ grin hit mine. “Easy. None of you. Cuz they write with their magic.”



“What’s the point?” someone called out from the crowd.



“My point is this,” I said, adjusting my hat just so. “All of us earth ponies - and pegasi - ain’t ever had some kind of magic doohickery to get us through life. While the fancy folks up at Canterlot clear winter away with magic, us folks in Ponyville do it the honest, old-fashioned way.” I spit on the stage and grinned at the audience. “With good, honest elbow grease.



“Any of you ever seen a unicorn who never got a speck of food on her fur ‘cause she always eats with her magic?” I said. “Any of you seen a unicorn who can’t deal with the real world, ‘cause her magic does it all for her?” I knew I was about to say something awful, but I didn’t care - these ponies needed to hear the truth. “Any of you seen a unicorn get set up on the gravy train for life, ‘cause she was born with enough magic to make everything easy for her?”



A few ponies were still nodding along, though one or too still looked like they weren’t swallowing my words down quite right. One toward the front slapped the back of his neck and grimaced. I looked down at him sympathetically. “Skeeter got your neck?”



He shrugged.



“Hey!” said a mare - Heartstrings, I thought. “That’s not fair at all!”



“Fair?” I said. “What ain’t fair is the fact that all you unicorns go around every day, showin’ off your flashy magic and rubbin’ it in our faces that we can’t do none of the stuff you can.”



“That’s not - “ she started, but I weren’t having none of it.



“Of course you don’t realize it - y’all wouldn’t want to see it if it got thrust in front of your two eyesockets. But that’s,” I said sagely, “why it’s all about privilege.”



Heartstrings blinked up at me. “...Privilege?”



“Exactly!” I said. “Magic’s a special gift that you all get - and us earth ponies and pegasi get none of it.”



“But that’s not even right!” Heartstrings said. “A privilege is something that a pony is given, and us unicorns are born with magic!”



“Aha!” I said. I stomped on the stage. “See, she admits it! Right from the horse’s mouth!”



“This is utterly ridiculous!”



“Nope,” I said. “And here’s why: Everypony’s told us earth ponies ever since we were young - and pegasi too - that we’ve got our own special kind of magic. Something you don’t quite see. But I’ve lived for a good while yet, and I ain’t ever seen trees bending over backwards to give me apples!”



“That’s not even how magic works!” Heartstrings said. I waved a hoof in the air. Didn’t matter what she said, far as I and the crowd were concerned. Mare who’s holding the megaphone is the mare in charge, and I was pretty sure we both knew that.



“But it can be!” I said. “Hear this: Not a single earth pony or pegasus has ever been invited to learn at the Arcane Academy in Canterlot. Not a one.”



A gasp went up around the crowd, and I shot Heartstrings a big smirk. I had her right where I wanted her. To her credit, though, she wasn’t taking none of it.



“But that’s because earth ponies can’t actually do magic!” she burst out.



Another gasp went up through the crowd. A quick glance showed that around half of them were scratching their necks, but I paid it no mind. Them skeeters are some tenacious little varmints, always poking their suckers where they don’t belong.



“Ha!” I said. “Listen to her, y’all. She’s condemning herself with her own two lips!”



“But it’s true!” she said. “They actually, physically can’t!”



“Maybe not now,” I said. “But once we’ve lined up the halls of Arcane Academy with earth fillies and earth colts - and pegasi ones, too - we’ll see how that holds up. Because I have a dream!”



That got everyone’s attention. Ponies love dreams, and they love big, impressive speeches even more. I took a breath.



“I have a dream that, one day, my trees will buck themselves for me! I have a dream that, one day, my granny can teleport herself places instead of yellin’ at Big Mac ‘n me to do it for her!”



“Eeyup!” Big Mac added. 



“I have a dream,” I said, my voice thundering through that big megaphone, “that one day, my foals and your foals will be able to turn their tax forms into the ERS without ever paying a single. Extra. Bit!”



That got ‘em, and it got ‘em good. They were cheering, stomping on the ground with both hooves - or, for the most part, with one hoof, the other hoof most often being occupied with scratching the back of their necks. Heartstrings, for her part, looked pretty much spent.



“I - ” she sputtered, face going redder than a cherry tomato. “You can’t - I mean - why - ?” She swallowed - and her hoof went up to her neck, slapping it hard. “Ouch! Something bit me!”



I leaned down. I tried to keep the smugness off my grin, but when you’re an Element of Honesty, it’s sometimes a little bit hard to keep that kinda thing out. “Maybe that’s just the trampled rights of the oppressed, comin’ back to bite you in the back.”



“What?” she spat out, still rubbing her neck. “What does that mean?”



“It means,” I said, grinning, “that y’all need to check. Your. Privilege.”



I turned back to the crowd and beamed.



“So where do we start?” one pony called out. Dash.



“Well,” I said, getting back down to theatrics again. A scratched chin does wonders for making a pony look thoughtful. “I reckon we’d better start where every good revolution does. With a protest!”



“Like with picket signs?” another pony asked. Filthy Rich. “Would we have to...build them?”



I almost mentioned something about ponies who’d never worked a hard day’s work in their lives, but Filthy was a god, regular customer of the farm, and I figured that, in any case, sometimes ponies got to band together to fight off a common enemy. “We would!” I said. “And we do! We gotta get down in the dirt! We gotta get down in the mud! We’re gonna protest until our hooves can’t take no more, and we’re gonna do it again! But to start, we’re gonna need picket signs!”



“What should they say?”



I looked back down at the space in front of the stage. Pinkie Pie waved back. “Oh, I dunno. Stuff like ‘unicorn magic unfair,’ I guess.”



“Got it!” she said. Not half a second later, something tapped me on the shoulder. I turned around; Pinkie was there, holding a bundle of picket signs in one hoof.



“Thanks, Pinkie,” I said, taking one. I eyed it with a hoof. “Wait one minute. These ain’t right.”



“Of course they are!” Pinkie said. “I double-checked and triple-checked that they were perfect, grade A picketing material!”



“Pinkie,” I said, brandishing the one I’d taken. “This one doesn’t say Unicorn Magic Unfair. It says Unicorn Magic Funfair.”



“But if earth ponies - and pegasi - had unicorn magic, couldn’t they make even better funfairs? Because I mean, who doesn’t like funfairs?”



“Hm.” I grunted. “I think you’ve got a point over there. Mac, what do you think?”



“Eeyup.”



“Thought so. Though one question,” I said, turning back to Pinkie.



“Mmhm?”



“Where did you get these picket signs so quickly? Y’all have them stashed all over, in case of - “



“ - civil disobedience emergency? Yup!” Pinkie nodded happily. “But usually only on the third Thursday of the month. Looks like we got lucky this time around!”



“It’d seem so.” I glanced down at the picket sign in my hoof, then back out at the crowd. “You got enough of these for everypony?”



“Yup!”



“Then you heard her, ponies!” I hollered out over the crowd. I tossed the megaphone aside - I didn’t need no fancy gadget to carry my voice out to everypony. Good, clean earth pony passion would serve just as well. “Let’s go protest!”



A thunderous cheer went up through the crowd, and we were off.








See, there’s this thing about protests. Everypony likes a good protest, but it does nopony no good unless you’ve got something to protest at. At the very least, you’ve got to have a good picketing ground, and since the town square was pretty much otherwise empty at this point, we decided to pick up and relocate. 



Of course, standard picketing outside of the Mayor’s office like what a lot of ponies did before, after, and during elections - demanding things like “Lower Tackses!”, “Less Unemploiment!”, and “A Higher Rate Of Median Literacy!” - wasn’t really going to work, seeing as the Mayor herself was an earth pony and so probably in as much of a sociocultural pickle as we were. So after a few minutes of standing around awkwardly and holding our picket signs high enough to show that we were still devoted to the cause, but not high enough to feel awkward or overenthused, somepony came up with the bright idea to go straight to the source.



After all, when you’re talking about a revolution in magic, there ain’t no pony better to go to than the Princess of the stuff herself. Once somepony else pointed out that Twilight had her own super-special magical castle, too, things got really enthusiastic. I threw in a few things about everypony having their own magic-y princess castle, and soon enough I had everypony eating out of my hoof again.



Now, I didn’t mean to cause no trouble to Twi. And I’m reasonably sure that none of my companions did, at least barring Dash, who kept shouting for “the oppressor” to come out and face her. Or race her. Something like that.



What I’m trying to say is that I knew that Twi was a reasonable filly, and that if we could all just have a sit-down chat ‘round that nice little round table she had, we could probably get this all sorted by dinner.



Somewhere along the line, though, word had evidently spread around the town. By the time we got to Twilight’s castle just outside of Ponyville city limits, my little homegrown crowd had graduated to a full-grown mob. I’ll be the first to say that I was a little uneasy with the idea - Twi’d never been a pony to like large crowds, and I suddenly wasn’t so sure if disturbing a princess was such a good idea - but the crowd knew what it wanted, and what it wanted was a right and proper castle protest. So I followed along as best I could.



We got ourselves all nice and set up outside of the castle. I personally went around with Pinkie, making sure that everypony had enough signs to protest unfairs and funfairs alike. By the end of it, we had about one picket sign per four ponies, which I felt pretty good about.



We sat around for a few more minutes, feeling pretty darn proud of ourselves for standing up to oppression and privilege, before somepony got the bright idea to suggest we go up and knock  on the front door.



“All, right. All, right. Hold those reins tight,” I called out over the surging crowd as Mac tried to hold them back. “I’ll go up and knock on it myself, right? And then Twi’ll come out, and we’ll have this whole mess sorted out.”



“Three cheers for Applejack!” Dash shouted out over the din. “Let’s make Twilight check her unicorn privilege!” What felt like a mass of solid cheers followed her words.



I waltzed up the stairs toward the front door. Well, I say waltzed. Truth is, I was starting to get chilly hooves about the whole thing. Try as I might, I couldn't imagine Twi being any sort of intentionally cruel or oppressive or whatever about all this. In fact, if I asked her for a little more help ‘round the farm, I didn’t doubt she’d help me out. And for all I knew, maybe Celestia had some sorta legitimate reason for keeping the Academy unicorn-only.



Then I remembered Twi blasting all that magic over at Tirek back when he’d taken over the kingdom, and my chilly hooves got a little chillier.



Darn it, but that was ridiculous. Twi wouldn’t do that. Not to me, not to the crowd, not to anypony. And maybe this whole thing wasn’t even worth getting worked over. Maybe - 



Then the bite on my neck started itching up something fierce, and I forgot whatever I’d just been talking about. There was just me, the itch on my neck, and a picket sign in my hoof.



I’d waited long enough. I raised up my hoof, and knocked three times on the door. Good, even knocks. Ain’t no pony in all of Equestria that could’ve missed those knocks.



So I waited a moment or two, sure that Twi would come to the door, see the crowd outside, and either start apologizing or start oppressing. I knew which one I preferred.



But nopony answered the door. And for a second, I was almost happy about it, ‘cause I knew which option I’d preferred, but a look back at the crowd - and all them torches and pitchforks - told me that they might not think the same way.



I shot ‘em a short little grin and knocked again. Twice. Waited around for another thirty seconds or so, but got no answer. By the end of the first fifteen seconds, things had gone dead quiet over there, and there was sweat beading up on my forehead. Where was she? Why wasn’t anypony home?



For a split second, almost hopeful, I took a step back from the door.



“Where is she?” somepony called out. I froze in place. Shucks.



“She’s not home!” somepony else said. He sounded mad. 



“Come on out, Twilight!” I knew that voice - that was Dash. And there she was, flying over the crowd like some damn fool pidgeon, her colors playing around in the sun like a disco ball. “We know you’re in there!”



“Come on out!”



“Check your privilege!”



“Check our privilege!”



That last voice sounded a mite like Lyra Heartstrings again, but even with her apparent change of heart, I paid them all no mind. Instead, my heart was starting to sink down real deep in my chest. I’d seen Twi that morning, just a few hours ago. And at the time, it hadn’t looked like she’d been heading toward Ponyville…



I checked the sun. Five hours after noon, give or take a few clouds. And then I gulped. Twilight always made it a point to be back home by suppertime.



“What in Equestria is going on here?”



Eighty-five heads - Pinkie’d counted - swivelled around to face the tail end at the crowd. There, as real and solid as the ground I had my hoof on, stood one Twilight Sparkle. She did not look happy.



Lil’ Spike peeked around her head from his place on her back. Above his head floated a few piles of laundry - the same ones, I registered, that I’d seen that morning. “Maybe there’s a party or something?”



“No, silly!” Spike yelped as Pinkie popped up beside him. “This is a protest! The protest party is for tonight.” The last bit, she whispered in some kind of conspiratorial tone that absolutely nopony failed to hear.



“A...protest,” Twilight said. “Outside of my house.”



“Yeah!” Dash put in. “We’re protesting oppression!”



“Rainbow Dash, what are you doing here?” Twilight said, one eyebrow raised high and proud. On her best days, her skill with the things could give even Mac a run for his money. “And do you even know what ‘oppression’ means?”



“Yeah!”



“What?”



“It means that you need to check your privilege!” Dash said, hardly missing a beat.



A few ponies echoed her, shouting “yeah!” and “check your privilege!” I even heard a few shouts of “unicorn scum!” My lip curled thoroughly at that.



“My...privilege?” I could of sworn something went through Twilight’s eyes when she said that. “My privilege for what, exactly?”



“Unicorn magic!” one earth stallion shouted out from the crowd.



“Keeping us other ponies down!” shouted a mare brandishing a pitchfork.



“Low rates on rejected tax forms!”



The din soon grew like an Appleloosan duststorm, everypony shouting over everypony else till there weren’t nopony you could hear through that mountain of noise. With a groan and a few flaps of her wings, Twilight rose up into the air, horn glowing.



When she spoke, the volume of her voice just about shoved everypony else’s back down their throats. “Enough!” she thundered. “This is completely ridiculous. Who’s in charge here?”



Every head turned toward me. I glanced around for a second or two before mustering up my guts and raising a hoof.



“Me,” I said. “I’m in charge.”



“Apple...jack?” Twilight blinked, then fluttered down until she was standing across from me. “Okay, I’ll admit I didn’t expect that.”



“Why not?” I said. “Don’t think I can carry out a revolution on my own?”



“Revol - oh, for pony’s sake,” Twilight said. “Applejack, what’s going on here?”



Everypony went quiet. They were ready to hear me speak truth to power. And truth be told, for whatever misgivings I’d had before, I was ready to speak it.



“Us earth ponies and pegasi - we’re tired of being the only ponies without magic. You unicorns have hogged it to yourselves long enough. You’ve gone for years and years without ever realizing that you’ve got the privilege of teleportin’ and telekinetin’ and all that other fancy stuff, and we ain’t got nothing.



“Well, we’re here to change that. We’re here to prove that any earth pony or pegasus can learn spells, and that it ain’t only unicorns who’ve got the mojo for all that fancy arcane stuff. We’re here to make sure that there’s magic available to everypony, and not just a bunch of unicorns that hog it up all to themselves.”



A round of applause went up from the crowd. I considered doing a bow, but something in Twi’s eyes just didn’t sit right with me. Instead, I waited for her to give her piece.



For a moment, she didn’t say nothing. She just kinda stood there, staring at me with those big, wide eyes of hers. After another moment, I started fidgeting a little. Crimminy, but besides those alicorn wings of hers, she was taller than me now. And was that her horn glowing a little bit brighter?



“Applejack,” Twilight said. “Why are you scratching the back of your neck?”



I stopped mid-motion. “What now?” She repeated the question. “Just a little skeeter bite, s’all. Why’re you getting all off-topic?”



“Oh, no reason,” she said. She sounded...weird. Unfocused. And was it me, or was that pile of laundry a little bit closer than it had been a few seconds ago? “Can you do something for me?”



“What?” I narrowed my eyes. “If you’re trying to pull somethin’ - “



“Oh, nothing,” she said, laughing in what I guess she thought was meant to be a friendly way. “Just, uh, give me a second - “



And then something big and soft and warm slapped down on my neck, thumping me right down to the ground.



A horde of jeers and gasps went up from around the crowd.



“Look what the unicorn did!”



“She attacked Applejack!”



“How could she?”



“Check her laundry privi - “



And then everything clicked.



“Wait!” I hollered, leaping to my hooves. “Stop!”



The little mob stopped, blinking up at me in confusion.



“It’s okay,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed two giant piles of laundry slinking around the borders of the crowd. Somehow, I knew I had to keep their eyes on me. “It ain’t nothing. Don’t worry about it. We’re, uh, still gonna checklist this privilege, right?”



“Yeah!” Rainbow Dash cheered - before letting out an “oof” of surprise as a rolled-up skirt whapped her on the back of the neck. Several dozen other “oofs” joined her at just the same time as a little army of laundry went around smacking everypony in sight on the back of the neck at least once, and often twice for good measure. Missus Cake had some trouble with an overenthusiastic pair of knickers before a whap from Pound Cake’s bottle sent ‘em packing.



It was like a spell had been broken. Everypony was staring at each other, muttering to themselves, and glancing up at me. Some ponies were shifting awkwardly on their hooves, and others were staring at the floor like it was the friendliest thing they’d ever seen. But one thing was for certain: None of them were waving around any of those pitchforks anymore, and nopony seemed ready to rush anypony else.



One by one, two by two, my little mob started to disperse into the dusk. Soon enough, only me, Pinkie, Dash, Twilight, and Spike were left.



“What the hay?” Dash muttered. She was holding her head. “What was that for, Twilight?”



“Because of this,” Twilight said. “Spike, the jar?”



“Right!” In a flicker of motion, Spike reached into Twilight’s saddlebags - I hadn’t even noticed that she’d been wearing the things - and yanked out a big ol’ glass jar. “Got it!”



I blinked at it. Inside was a big red beetle with - could that really be a big, bushy beard? And a buncha spectacle-like dots around its eyes?



“The hay is that?” I said, real tactful-like.



“It’s a Humbug,” Twilight said. “It’s an insect whose venom can grow a pony’s basest insecurities and complaints into a full-blown complex. It’s a little like a Windigo in a way - it feeds off of discord. All it takes is one bite on the back of the neck.”



“And I thought it was just skeeter season,” I said, eyes wide. Jar or no jar, I wasn’t taking my eyes off the little critter till I was sure it was sealed away good and tight.



“How’d you know how to deal with ‘em?” Dash asked.



I frowned. “Wait. You had them giant piles of laundry this morning, too. Didn’t you?”



“I did,” Twilight said. “There was a giant infestation over in Hoofington, and Pri - Celestia asked me to go deal with them. Turns out that for a species that airs your dirty laundry, a good smack with a pile of clean laundry is just right to put them out of condition.” She chuckled. “You can thank Zecora - and a good pile of irony - for that.”



“So I never really meant all those awful things, then,” I said. My heart was sitting a little calmer in my chest now. “It was just the bug the whole time.”



Twilight bit her lip, and I sucked in a breath. Ain’t nothing good coming from a bit lip. I readied myself for the worst.



“Well,” she said, drawing the word out, “that’s not entirely true. The bug can only blow up feelings and thoughts that are already there.” She gave me this long, sad look. “Applejack… Is that how you really feel? That I’m a showoff? That I like to make fun of you for not having magic?”



“I - “ The word caught in my throat a little. “Shucks, Twi. I guess a little bit, maybe.



“But not like that,” I said quickly as a crestfallen look crossed her eyes. “Like, I definitely don’t hate you. Or anything dumb like that. I think.”



“Well, that’s always good,” Spike said, rolling his eyes. I ignored him. He had nothing on Mac.



“I mean, I guess what I’m trying to say is that yeah, it’s hard not to feel a little inadequate when you’re friends with a super-powered alicorn princess,” I said, fidgeting a little bit. “Especially when I ain’t got any magic of my own, neither. But I don’t resent you for it. It’s just...a little weird, is all.”



“Oh,” Twilight said, real quietly. “But Applejack, you have your own magic.”



I blinked. “Huh?”



“Earth ponies have earth magic, remember?” she said. “I’m pretty sure you’ve got some kind of special connection with nature. Not to mention enhanced strength and a generally larger physique.”



“Really?” Shucks. I’d always thought Mac and I were just big-boned.



“I...think that I mentioned it in one of my lectures,” she said. “Don’t you remember?”



Listening to Twi lecture can be one of the dullest things on this green earth - and my brain during any of those session is more full of holes than a noodle strainer - but just for the sake of being nice, I nodded along. “I think so.”



“And I have no idea why Dash is here,” Twi said, quirking a second eyebrow up at her. “Pegasi have weather magic, remember?”



“Oh,” Dash said. “Uh. Oops?”



“In any case, thank you for being honest with me, Applejack,” Twilight said. “And I’m sorry if I’ve treated you badly at all.”



“Naw,” I said. “It’s me who was going all nutso on you. Which I’m sorry for, by the way.” I spit on a hoof and held it out, giving her a hopeful little grin. “Friends?”



She spit on hers and shook on it. “Friends.”



“Well,” I said, once we’d finished shaking and had taken a few steps back. “I think there’s at least one thing for certain here.”



“What?”



“This here’s one for the journal.”








Dear Journal:



Today I learned that you shouldn’t feel like you have to compare yourself to your friends, especially when it comes to magic. Whether it’s flashy, sparkly, or just something deep down inside, everypony their own kinds of magic. And if that isn’t enough, there’s always the magic of friendship.



I also learned that if you don’t feel right around you friends - whether you’re embarrassed, awkward, or just plain jealous - it’s not good to keep those feelings bottled up deep down inside. If you let them control you, instead of the other way around, they can spiral out of control in a way that you probably never expected. Friends are your friends for a reason, and if you let yourself be honest with them, they’ll never let you down.



Applejack
      

      
   