
      Property


      

      
      
         Just over the horizon, she saw the glimmers of a settlement from her window. It sparkled against the backdrop of dust and death, like the crisp wheels of iron pounding down the railroad's tracks, shooting sparks and shaking the carriage with every inch forward. 



Applejack, along with the others; cityfolk, farmers, seafolk and foreigners kept to themselves as they huddled close in this heat. Being full of strangers in close quarters, pushing, pulling and sweating... Anywhere else, there would have been fighting. A clear divide. No one was willing to tolerate such lack of space and air and the right to not smell body odor if they'd been in Equestria. Equestria proper... Not this wasteland that made the Everfree Forest, a unholy place its own right, seem like a tame set of trees and critters.



They were safe in the train, they were told. In those damned letters with the prissy-looking invitations. Promises of riches, glory and sweet, fertile land that was just up for the grabbing. Safe from the wild things. Safe from the wilder things that killed the wild. And to pay no mind to all the stories everyone told with lick of sense about the Badlands. The Badland Territories, the letter explained, was land in need of development. As the old remnants of the first pioneers, they had the right... No, the blessed duty to come back and survey the land. Their old families had signed a charter, a oath, and as the descendents it was time to honor that oath...



Applejack leaned against the window, ignoring the awkward wing of a griffon pressing in her stomach and a goat leaning against her, snoring loudly. The sound was pleasant despite the weight on her skull because if he wasn't sleeping, there would only be silence... And she wasn't the only one thinking those thoughts. There was a peace to be found laying between them like a napping dragon exhaling his ashy fog, blinding all from what it really meant to reach the promised land. 



It was nice to meet them despite the circumstances, she thought cautiously. Not that they were all related like her Apple Clan but that their ancestors knew each other, made that place of theirs prosper before the end. They were family, in a way, and if they made through this ordeal, Applejack would invite them back to her home and do things proper-like. Still, it was a shame that they would see each other under this bad omen and never again after. She pledged to remember their faces, for identifying purposes, as the least she could do.



Applejack stretched out a hoof and it didn't take long for another to take hold. Ah, Applejack was afraid. Just like the rest of them.



Nobody cried in the train. They had no right to.  



The government thought they were doing them a favor. Goodness knows how they thought disturbing that land of graves was a good idea!  Letting the poor folk and the related folk that threw away their last names have first dibs on this soil that they 'mysteriously rediscovered'... This was bound to happen, even if the government was ignorant enough to speed the process of them coming back to that accursed land. 



It was a duty they couldn't ignore. They had to pay back what they owed. 



And if they could not give back their sweat, their sins, then it must be through blood.



There was an oath... 



And somebody always had to pay.  



Every last drop.



Even so, Applejack wondered if she could do anything about it. If there was some way that she could change their fates. There's supposed to be a little magic left in this soil. Something that could aid her where all things else failed. If she could remember Granny Smith's stories, find that magical lake, she could put all of this to rest. And maybe Apple Bloom wouldn't come ne- 



'Enough of that', Applejack thought, tugging her hoof free and taking a deep inhale. 'Big Mac was just as cocky, had so many plans and promises, but if he succeeded, you wouldn't be here. Or better yet, you would be arriving to pick up a brother and not a rotting corpse to bury-'



The train trembled as it slowed, crawling into the sad sack of a train station. Applejack blinked once, twice and then suddenly she was alone in a world of monochrome and blood. 



The trial of the oath had begun. 
      

      
   
      Horizons


      

      
      
         Twilight sat atop an old pillow, watching the sun begin to set from a crystalline balcony, when there was a knock at the door behind her. 



“You can come out,” she called. The door slid open, and the sound of many hooves tinked on the hard crystal. Twilight turned and saw her friends trotting out. She noticed once more the strong presence of purpose in their movements, and she realized now she was incredibly envious of it; and yet, she marveled at the commanding presence they bore. She marveled at how she could ever grow into that. Perhaps that was why it struck her more than the aging fur of their coats, the lines in their brows and cheeks, or their graying manes. 



“Hello girls.”



“Heya Twilight,” Rainbow said with a toss of her mane, and Twilight pitied that its vibrant colors had dulled. Dash managed a cocky grin that somehow felt...mature. For once in her life, Twilight felt security in a smile from Rainbow Dash—something she would miss terribly.  



“The sun’s about to set, obviously,” Dash said, “so we don’t have much time. We all got away as quick as we could.”



“Got away?” Twilight echoed, rising up off her pillow. “From…?”



“Yes darling, I’m afraid she would rather throw a fit if she knew what we were doing.” 



“Why would she do that?”



“Oh Twilight,” Fluttershy chimed with that wonderful, wonderful smile. The fullness of grace had been completed in her over the years, just as the union of elegance and maturity had in Rarity. “So often you’re afraid to do what you’ve already chosen in your heart to do, what we’ve all decided to do. And we’ve come to give you that little push you need.”



“More like a shove,” Dash added.



Fluttershy smiled, an old familiar meekness appearing, and said, “Even if you—or rather, her—aren’t okay with that.”



Twilight couldn’t help her mouth from opening.



“Do…do what, exactly?”



“Tell you why we really came here, of course!” Pinkie said.



“Wait…you mean you didn’t come to stop another Changeling invasion?”



“Nope!”



“But,” Twilight spluttered, “they were amassing one—”



“Oh, it never would have amounted to much,” Pinkie said nonchalantly, and when Twilight’s face grew red, added, “turns out you’re just as good at lying to yourself as ever!”



Very slowly, Twilight sat down. Behind her the sun began kissing the horizon. The others noticed this, and the feeling of urgency grew. 



“Then, why…?”



Applejack stepped forward, and with heavy a sigh that seemed to resonate through each of her friends, looked up at Twilight. Her gaze was terrifying, for Twilight knew it saw through all deceptions, and she felt naked under it.



“Twah, the reason we all came was for her, and for you. There’s something awful wrong between you and the princess, and it’s going to ruin the both of you. That’s why we came. It wasn’t to stop an invasion, it was stop a broken friendship. But you—or rather, her—lost the nerve, and so here we are.”



Twilight felt choked. “The…princess…?”



“Princess Celestia.”



“Wha…what…” Twilight swallowed a few times. “What’s wrong between…between…”



Applejack opened her mouth to answer, and then swore when the sound of an opening door reached their ears. 



Twilight Sparkle walked out onto the balcony.



“Hello girls! Saying goodbye?” 



Her voice was as clear as a crystal, and strong. A light radiated from her, and she stood tall and proud, her horn long and sharp. Age had not touched her. She was beautiful. 



And yet her wings sagged just a bit. 



“Yes darling, just saying goodbye.”



The older Twilight looked at the sun as it was just about to fully set, and then at younger Twilight. She smiled. 



“Glad we could help.”



“Me too,” the younger princess said quietly. She watched herself walk with boldness, a boldness she marveled at, to the edge of the balcony. The others quietly followed her. 



“Time to return home, to our time,” Twilight said, sounding terribly sad all of a sudden.



Twilight felt herself begin to panic, her chest constricting. She wanted to shout, but her friends, or rather, her older self’s friends, were suddenly mute, an uncertain fear in their eyes when they looked at their old princess friend. 



The sun set, and they began to glow.



“Wait! What do I—”



Applejack turned and pierced her with her gaze. “Be honest with her.”



And then they vanished, leaving Twilight too look at a hazy, uncertain, blood red horizon. 
      

      
   
      MechaCelestia versus Giga Fluffle Puff


      

      
      
         The titanic form of MechaCelestia loomed over the night clad Canterlot. Twilight and her friends watched in despair, knowing that with the impending sunrise, the alien robot would have all the power it needed to enslave Equestria.



“How much long do we have?” Twilight asked Princess Celestia, painfully aware of her still mane.



“Five minutes. We must retreat to the Everfree, we can organize a resistance there.”



“And leave all others to this fate?” Rainbow snapped back.



Celestia’s couldn’t reply, tears barely held back.



“We need to do something,” Twilight said. “A last shot, no regrets left.”



Her friends got into formation, and magic old as time swirled around them. A mighty rainbow blast struck the gigantic robot square on, but it barely flinched, too busy in hastening the arrival of the sun to care.



Twilight sunk in despair. “We can’t do this, its magical defenses are too strong! Maybe if we hit it with the moon–”



A pink hoof touched her shoulders, breaking that line of thought.



“Pfftblt?” said Fluffle Puff.



“What!? Of course I can, but what good will it do?”



“Pbbffftlllt!”



“Maybe. But I can’t guarantee your safety.”



“Pffbblt,” she replied stoically.



Seeing no other alternative, Twilight cast the spells, then teleported herself and her friends to a safe distance. Fluffle Puff’s fluffy pink coat started growing uncontrollably, forming in seconds a pony shaped ball of fur, enough to match MechaCelestia’s size.



With no time to lose, she propelled herself high, aiming a flying kick at the enemy. She crashed into the unaware robot square in the back, sending it flying over a group of vacated buildings. Faster than thought it flipped itself up, rocketing back with the aid of its wings, crashing against the pink titan with the force of a meteor.



It was futile, as the fur dampened the strike. She tried a counter strike, but the robot dashed out of range. They watched each other with intense concentration, trying to solve the stalemate. With time against her, Fluffle Puff rushed forward recklessly, but before she could reach the robot, a ball of pure sunlight struck her dead-on, leaving a smoldering crater in her fur. It grew back slowly, but she was unable to do anything besides hide behind a building from a continuous barrage of spells. Eager to finish, the robot charged its horn. Fluffle Puff had a split second to dodge, as a massive beam tore the landscape, carving a gouge on the ground, and leaving a burning hole in her fur.



“Are you ok?” Twilight said telepathically.



“Yes. Shield me from the next one, I have a plan,” Fluffle Puff answered, unburdened by her speech impediment.



“It will take a lot from me. Make it count.”



The pink pony charged, her footsteps shaking the earth. MechaCelestia looked amused, readying an even more powerful spell. There was no escaping at this range. The thick beam flew, exploding in front of its foe with a massive fireball, but as it began to celebrate, a pink form jumped unscathed from the conflagration.



Leaving no time for a reaction, Fluffle Puff hugged the robotic alicorn tight, trapping her wings. She jumped high with her helpless foe, twisting in mid-air, letting MechaCelestia strike horn first against the ground, leaving her stuck and stunned. She saw the perfect opportunity, but collapsed before the finishing blow, exhausted from the maneuver, helpless as the first rays of sunlight appeared from the horizon.



Before despair could take hold, she felt her fur glow, strange patterns spreading through her body. She looked back, and saw the Elements channeling their Rainbow Power into her, all their strength in this last gambit.



“We don’t need you, MechaCelestia,” the real Celestia’s voice boomed. “Ponykind will move into the future, but that future doesn’t include you!”



All her strength renewed, Fluffle Puff drove her front hooves into the ground, loudly calling her attack. “Pfftbbl, pffblt!”



Her hind legs lashed out, all the hopes and dreams of Equestria powering them. They connected with a rainboom, the strike reducing the robot to scrap, but spending all her energy. The transformation reversed, leaving her to fall from hundreds of meters. She fell unconscious, resigned to her fate.



Celestia flew quickly, managing to save the plummeting pony. When Fluffle Puff came to, a fully reinvigorated Celestia dominated her vision, her ethereal mane billowing in the rising sun. Without hesitation the Princess bowed before Equestria’s new hero, her head scraping the ground, the deepest gratitude etched on her face.



Equestria prevailed.
      

      
   
      Caro Nome


      

      
      
         Aria lay on her back, her legs crossed, lazily kicking one foot so that her sandal made a quiet thumping sound against the base of her heel. The grass felt nice and cool against her skin, as did the breeze. The sunshine pouring down on her kept it from becoming too cool, and resulted in a very comfortable feeling. But despite all this, Aria couldn't shake the feeling she'd come here to escape. Somewhere, in the back of her head, in the deepest recesses of her mind, she replayed the incident over and over again, searching, like a VCR tech, for that one skip in the tape, the one frame of black that indicated something was wrong.



She heaved a heavy sigh, her hands placed behind her head as she stared up at the passing clouds. Try as she might though, they yielded no answers to her. Even the wind whispering in her ear told her nothing she wanted to hear.



"Adagio..."



Aria didn't even realize she'd said her name until it had already escaped her lips and floated out into the ether. Her hand shot out, grasping at nothing, opening closing in the empty air. She frowned. 



"I know," she told herself, pulling her hand back. "I don't have to remind me."



Aria rolled over, lying face down in the grass. Her hand balled into a fist and she punched the ground. She groaned at herself. "Aria, you idiot," she said, her voice muffled, "you know exactly what you did. Why are you pretending? What are you hiding from?" She pursed her lips. "Don't be stupid. You know that one too. In fact, you even know what you have to do. So, stop moping and go tell her how you really feel. Tell her it was just a mistake, and that you didn’t mean… even though you definitely did."



Pushing herself up, Aria brushed herself off and glanced up at the sky, grinning. She was about to make her way down the hill when she saw something off towards the school coming over the horizon. Cresting a different hill, a figure appeared. Aria recognized her, and the way she walked, immediately.



"Adagio..."



The name found itself on Aria's lips once more. But this time, however, it was accompanied by a smile, and then shortly followed by the two words that had first landed her in this predicament. 



"Dem hips..."
      

      
   
      Why Doesn't The Sun Shine?


      

      
      
         	“What are you doing here? Aren’t you guards supposed to be protecting someone? There has been a coup!”



	Captain Shining Armor narrowed his eyes at the nasally noble before him. 



	“Prince Blueblood, there hasn’t been a coup. Princess Celestia will raise the Sun as soon as she can.”



	“And when will that be?” Blueblood demanded, stamping his hoof petulantly.



	“When the Princess is ready.” Shining Armor lifted a hoof to set it on Blueblood’s shoulder. “Why don’t you just go back to bed?”



	“Unhand me, ruffian!” Blueblood slapped Shining Armor’s hoof away from his white coat, brushing at it with his own hoof as he wrinkled his snout. “Now I shall have to bathe all over again. But I will have my answers!” The Prince whirled and galloped off down the marble steps of the palace, drawing a sigh of relief from Shining Armor.



	“Well, that’s one more dealt with.”



	“Quite. But I’m afraid we have a bit of a problem.”



	“Gah!”



	“Bit jumpy today, are we?” Fancy Pants said, adjusting his monocle with his magic.



	“Don’t sneak up on me like that!”



	Fancy Pants raised an eyebrow. “We climbed the stairs.”



	Shining Armor rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “I guess I was a little caught up in making sure that Prince Blueblood didn’t start trouble.”



	“I’m afraid that trouble has already started without him.”



	Shining Armor blinked. “What do you mean?”



	“There is panic on the streets,” Fleur de Lys said, leaning against Fancy Pants’ side. “Some ponies were saying Nightmare Moon had returned and had captured the princess.”



	Shining Armor grimaced. “Look, what happened to Princess Celestia is on a need to know basis. And you-”



	“Need to know,” Fancy Pants finished towards him. “If Princess Celestia is merely late, then there is nothing to fear and everypony should just return to their homes until she is ready to raise the Sun. But if there is trouble…”



	“The guard is doing everything we can to resolve the situation.” Shining Armor straightened, his eyes hardening. “It would be best if you did not speculate and-”



	“I don’t care to speculate, but if the Princess is not about to raise the Sun, then I daresay it might fall to Princess Mi Amore Cadenza to do so.”



	“She can’t.” Shining Armor shook his head. “She doesn’t know how.”



	“Well then, it seems a trip to the archives is needed.”



	Shining Armor licked his lips. “Even if we found the spell, do you really think we could cast it?”



	“Well, there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?” Fancy Pants turned his head, gesturing with his hoof. “I’m quite sure that the Sun is waiting there, just over the horizon, for us to call on it. It only needs a little nudge. If worst comes to worst, we could always ask your Amore to help us.”



	Shining Armor groaned, putting a hoof to his face. “I can’t believe I’m considering this.” He sighed. “Just… follow me.”








“It does seem rather simple, doesn’t it?” Fancy Pants lifted his monocle a bit as his eyes scanned over the book laid out before them. “Well, other than the need for immense power. No matter. Captain Armor, would you care to lead?”



	“Might as well. Here goes nothing.”



	The three unicorns’ horns began to glow in unison, the mingling pink and yellow light casting strange shadows between the dusty bookshelves.



	“It’s not moving,” Shining Armor grunted, gritting his teeth as he lifted his head, as if the pull of his horn could dislodge the Sun from its place.



	“I’d say it’s stuck, old bean. Any idea of how to dislodge it?”



	“I don’t know! I only learned this spell a minute ago!”



	“There’s no need to get testy. Let’s see… give it a little wiggle, perhaps?” Fancy Pants’ horn flared a brighter yellow before fading. “No, that’s no good either. Wait a tick. Perhaps…”



	Their eyes widened as a terrific power abruptly seized the Sun, golden magic washing over their feeble grip on the heavenly body as the sky outside began to brighten, the trio releasing their spell with a collective gasp.



	“Thank Celestia!”



	“I think that is precisely who we have to thank.” Fancy Pants glanced at the open book. “Though perhaps it would serve the kingdom well if somepony else knew how to lift the Sun if things went amiss, yes?”



	Shining Armor panted slightly, the glow around his horn fading. “I’ll pass that on when she gets back.”
      

      
   
      To Whom It May Concern


      

      
      
         Rarity’s hoofsteps echoed in the vast, dark, entrance hall of Twilight’s castle until she noiselessly pushed open the door to the only room illuminated at this hour. She blinked into the library’s brightness.



“Twilight?”



A head popped up from a table near the back. “Rarity! Thank you for coming.”



“Of course, dear. Now, what was it that you needed?” Rarity strolled across the room, hefted her saddlebags onto the table, and took the other seat. She’d scarcely seen Twilight so… flustered before. Scared, even. Poor thing.



“I-I think I’ve finally come to a decision,” Twilight said, wearing a tight-lipped smile. “I’m writing a letter.”



Rarity touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Oh? To whom?”



After a deep breath, Twilight said, “I need to tell somepony how I feel. Finally. I’d appreciate your eye.”



“Ah.” Twilight had been out of sorts lately. Preoccupied, jumpy, moping. “Well, show me what you have so far.”



Twilight slid the sheet of paper over, and Rarity squinted down—too bad she didn’t have her sewing glasses. As she read, she whispered the words to herself.



“I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable, but I couldn’t hold it in forever. I’ve felt this way about you almost since the first day we met, but I couldn’t ever get myself to act on it. Even if nothing ever comes of it, I decided that you should know. That way, you’ll realize why I behave the way I do toward you at times, why I sometimes get tongue-tied around you, why I can’t always talk to you as easily as everypony else.



“In fact, I’ve gotten the impression that you don’t feel the same way back, that you couldn’t feel the same way. And that’s okay. I don’t intend to let any of this change our friendship. I hope you won’t, either. It can burn out of sight, like the sun at dusk. I’ll still cherish every moment we spend together, and it won’t be awkward. I promise.



“You’re my friend first—how can I call myself a friend if I continue lying? One of omission, but still a lie. You’ve probably noticed me acting funny. That will stop. I just wanted you to know that I love you, but I won’t pursue anything without a clear sign that it’s welcome.”



Rarity wrinkled her nose. “I must say, this sounds awfully generic. You could’ve written it to anypony.”



“What would you suggest?” Twilight asked. “I’m kind of new at this.”



With a sigh, Rarity hugged her. At least Twilight’s smile looked more genuine now, but… did she feel the dear trembling?



“You should personalize this. Let him—or her?—know that they’ve had an impact on your life. Like here—” she ran a hoof along one of the printed lines “—you mention times you acted a certain way. Tell them which times, how they made you feel.”



“Like—like when you came over for my first sleepover? I hadn’t made any friends long before, and it meant a lot to me.” A small smile cracked Twilight’s face.



“Yes, good example. Something like that,” Rarity replied, tapping a hoof on the page. “And where you say you can’t talk to them easily, instead say why you’d want to. Let them know it’s important, not just… because they mumble or something.”



Twilight grinned even bigger. “You know me so well.”



“Rainbow Dash is waiting to walk me to the train station; I’m heading home to Canterlot tonight. Do you want me to read a revision later?”



“Oh. Um, actually, no. It was enough to write it. I-I don’t think I’ll send it. Thanks.” Twilight smiled so warmly for something so final.



“Please don’t give up,” Rarity said.



She hated to leave her friend like that, but… schedules and all. She bid Twilight adieu, and out in the street, Rainbow Dash trotted up by her side. “What’d she want?”



“To help her pen a love letter.” Rarity gave a wan smile. “To an unspecified recipient.”



“How’d it go?”



“I gave her what help I could. She decided not to send it, though. More therapeutic than practical, I suppose.”



Rainbow looked her over, then slumped her shoulders. “Going back home to Blueblood, then, huh? Where is he tonight?”



“The lout is gambling with his friends. Again,” Rarity said, her jaw set. “I really thought he’d changed.”



“Poor Twi,” Dash whispered.



“Pardon?” Rarity asked, perking an ear.



“Nothing. Why do you stay with him?”



“I still love him,” Rarity breathed out through her sigh. “I still love him.”
      

      
   
      A New Day


      

      
      
         I heaved my cart uphill along a dirt trail that night, sweat dripping off my brow. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves in the few trees around me. I stopped at the top of the hill to catch my breath and looked up to Celestia’s… no, to Luna’s night sky. It was a strange thing, getting used to a new princess ruling the night and raising the moon. I could scarcely imagine what it would be like for Luna herself. But if it weren’t for her return, I wouldn’t be here now, heading toward the little, previously unknown town that welcomed her back.



I unhooked myself from the cart’s harness and fished around inside it for a bottle of water and a map. There weren’t any real landmarks around me and the dim light from the full moon made it difficult to see, but I was surely on the right path. I was almost there. Ponyville was just over the horizon. I finished off the water and tossed the bottle and map back in the cart. I reared back, stomped the ground and brayed to psych myself up for the final stretch of my journey before donning the harness and galloping forward.



All my life I’d lived on my own, relying only on myself and my hard work to get the things I wanted. When I was a filly, I dreamed of meeting the princess. I thought if only I could show her my worth, I would be on easy street. But getting an audience with the most powerful pony in the world, especially for somepony born in obscurity, was essentially impossible.



When news hit about Celestia having a sister who had returned from banishment, everypony was talking about it. It was amazing to think that this thousand year history had faded into myth and had almost been forgotten. Nopony could believe that Nightmare Moon, the mythical monster of nightmare night was not only real, but had been reformed by six mares in some backwards village and was returning to her throne.



But where everypony else saw something to talk and debate about, I saw opportunity. I may not have been any closer to an audience with either of the princesses, but these six ‘Elements of Harmony’ that had reformed Luna were a different story. They had declined any sort of interview and their pictures were never published. Nopony knew their names or what they looked like, but everypony now knew the town they lived in. These ponies were important; there were even rumors that one of them had a direct connection to Celestia herself. If I could just impress and entertain even one of them, then my life would be forever changed.



Celestia’s sun started to rise on my left and drape light over the land. I slowed to a stop and breathed heavily. I could see it now, Ponyville was only a few minutes away. I smiled. This was it, this was my time. No more travelling around, no more scraping by, no more eating grass when I ran out of money. Today was going to be the best day of my life, I could feel it. Today, I would make a name for myself. I looked back into my cart and levitated my hat onto my head before continuing into town.



“I hope you’re ready, Ponyville, because here comes The Great and Powerful Trixie!”
      

      
   
      Touched


      

      
      
         Most ponies think us monsters, creatures for campfire stories, haunts which lurk in shadowed forests and abandoned castles waiting to feast upon the unwary. A few romanticize us, thinking us creatures of immortal passion, unaging and mysterious. Most of the latter are fillies just experiencing the first blossoms of maturity, who long for a passion at once dangerous yet sublime.



    And a few...a very few ponies know the truth. That we are worse than all the tales say. That we revel in suffering, delight in agony, amuse ourselves with the tortured twitchings, the sobs of despair, the impotent horror as life is drained away. The greatest pleasure was found in the sweet shock of betrayal, of seeing one’s once friends, family, one’s mate confronted by the truth. What could equal the keening wail of a broken spirit? What sight could compare to the moment where a soul shattered? I can see him still as I stood over the body of our foal and leered at him with my ghastly, sanguine grin.



    Some of those ponies are survivors. They were briefly tasted by the darkness when it came for them. Through luck, willpower, or unexpected salvation, they avoided being devoured. Most fled shivering to whatever sanctuary they could find, there to live out their days trying to deny, to forget, anything that did not require them to face the truth.



    The rarest? They were those who would defy the darkness. Spit in the face of it. I was one such mare. I fought back. I found others, those who would serve beneath the Sun herself and bring her light into the deepest shadow, to let its cleansing rays burn away that which could only wither beneath its light.



    It was not to last. I was cocky, arrogant, and I let myself be lured into an ambush. I acquitted myself well, yet in the end I was subdued. Worse...I was turned. I know I could say what awoke that night was not me, was some demon in my flesh, but the words taste bitter. I cannot help but feel I should have been stronger. I should have resisted. I should have retained myself amidst the siren song calling to me amidst my suffering. It promised that once I gave in, the sweetest pleasure would be known to me, the darkness would lift, the suffering would end, and all I had to do was say yes.



    Perhaps there is a pony out there who resisted. One who was Turned, yet remained true to themselves. I was not. It was only through the grace of another that I regained myself, and even that will not last. Her last spell...I wish I knew what it was. I wish she had been faster. I wish she had been able to complete it, that it had been more than the last gasp of a dying mare. Already, I can feel the tendrils of darkness slithering from within the black stains upon my soul, waiting to wrap me in their embrace once more. For now, I sit here cradling her body. I am determined to honor her sacrifice.



    Her gift to me will not last forever. It does not need to. The time draws near, now. Celestia will wake soon, and with her comes the dawn. I will welcome it, bask in the sun’s embrace for the first time in years, and when that moment comes, I will be free. These last few moments, I wait, and I remember. Freedom is just over the horizon.
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash Can't Make Skeleton Jokes to Save Her Life


      

      
      
         Applejack smashed a pie into the skeleton pirate’s face. “These fellas sure—ungh!— have a bone to pick with us!” Pinkie jumped onto the springboard, launching two cupcakes high into the air. Rainbow Dash did a backflip and kicked the pastries directly into the sockets of another skeleton, who clattered in pain and fell to the ground.



“I know, right?” said Twilight, who was busy stuffing black powder into a fresh batch of peach scones. “I don’t what’s gotten into these numbskulls for them to attack us like this!”



Fluttershy frowned under the light of the full moon. “I hope we won’t need to use the Elements against this skeleton crew…”



“Fluttershy, dear,” admonished Rarity, who found herself surrounded by five lanky skeletons, “I think that the six of us are more than capable of besting these boneheads!” Jumping to her hooves, Rarity executed the Roundhouse Whirlwind Maneuver™, sending the skeletons flying off in separate directions.



“Look!” cried Pinkie, pointing dramatically at a spot just over the horizon. “It’s Spike! And he’s brought custard danishes!” 



Sure enough, a whelp was waddling wearily with waxing wheezes. Twilight rolled her eyes and concentrated. With a loud pop, the dragon fell a full foot forward, feeling friction form. In a flash, he stood up and threw the desserts at Twilight, who caught them and began their rapid discharge.



“For a bunch of spooky bones, these guys sure are spineless!” Pinkie giggled.



“Heh, yeah!” said Rainbow Dash. “They’re so brain-dead!”



Applejack stopped and winced. “Those are zombies, Rainbow.” She bent over the remains of one of the skeletons and stuck a few bones into the skull.



“Boooo…” said Fluttershy, shaking her head.



“W-well… skeletons don’t have brains either, do they?!” Rainbow Dash held up both hooves and leaned back. “Sheesh!”



“Girls.” Twilight gave them all a fixed stare. “Can we get back to the bags of bones that are trying to destroy us? Nnngh!” She blasted a beam of magic at an advancing anatomical assembly, which promptly crumbled into dust and a gratuitous amount of teeth.



Fluttershy sighed. “Well, it’s true, Rainbow Dash. That wasn’t even close to being a good joke, let alone an insult.”



“H-hey!” Rainbow snorted. “There’s no way you have a good one, Fluttershy!”



Fluttershy winked at Twilight, who transformed her into a small leg bone. “You’re right, but at least I know how tibia little humerus.” Pinkie looked on with a bag of popcorn as Rainbow Dash sputtered in anger and Twilight cancelled the spell.



“Besides!” said Pinkie, gnawing. “It’s good self-defense! How do you think we’ve been able to keep fighting these walking keys?”



“Pinkie’s right, Rainbow Dash. Apart from magical laser beams shooting out of my head, it’s the only thing that gets under their skin.” Twilight blinked. “Which, you know, is quite a feat in and of itself.”



“Not to break up this delightful palaver,” interjected Rarity, performing several well-placed hoof-to-neck chops, “but would somepony be so kind as to throw me a bone here?” Fluttershy flew over and Stared at several of the bare-bones pirates, who clattered to the ground.



Applejack finished her assembly of part of the skeleton, and, with a melancholy expression, she played the Sad Trombone Four Note Symphony™. Four of the ponies chuckled.



Rainbow Dash did not. “Come on, guys! I’m not that bad at skeleton jokes, am I?”



Fluttershy shook her head. “No. You’re wurst than the skeletons, though.”



“Hahaha! Now that,” said Twilight, nodding at Fluttershy, “was a bonafide pun.”



“Hmm…” Rarity tilted her head aside as Pinkie plowed through another row of skeletons. “I’m not sure I agree; it didn’t seem fleshed out enough.”



Ignoring Rainbow’s temper tempest trantrum, the remaining ponies staved off another wall of pirate skeletons with nary an eyelash batted.



“Ha!” cried Rainbow Dash. “These pirates suck!”



Everypony—even the skeletons—paused to glare at the pegasus. Applejack cleared her throat.



“Yeah, y’all can take her,” she addressed the pirate skeletons.



They brandished their weapons and charged. Rainbow Dash gulped and bolted.
      

      
   
      Kiss By Wire


      

      
      
         The phone wasn’t supposed to ring.



Ditzy distinctly remembered the stallion saying so, back a few months ago when all those busy-looking ponies came in to install Ponyville’s own very first telephone switchboard, here in the post office.



Yes, she was sure of it now. She remembered seeing the phone in question being wired into her desk and nervously telling the nice stallion that she wasn’t a switchboard operator.



He had just tapped at his clipboard and told her that this phone (with its extra-long cable and its complicated-looking wiring) was something called an “auxiliary line” and that her desk in the middle of the room was the very best place for it. Also, that it wouldn’t ring. She had made sure he was very clear about that—a girl had to have a healthy fear of unexpected responsibilities, after all, right?



And now, despite it all, the blasted thing had the audacity to ring, sitting muffled underneath three months' worth of papery office litter. It had begun moments after Ditzy had sat down at her desk, as if it had been waiting for her. This was not the kind of start Ditzy would have chosen for her birthday.



The only other pony clocked in this early was the office’s front desk secretary. It kind of made it all worse. There was just Ditzy and Miss Neatly sitting at their own desks in a big, empty room with an incessantly ringing phone in the middle of it. The pre-dawn light streaking in at a low angle through the windows actually made the bags under Miss Neatly’s eyes seem deeper and darker. She looked terrifyingly cross.



After making a little show of pretending to notice the phone, pointing at it, and giving a few shrugs that said “Oh, this thing?”, Ditzy awkwardly picked up the receiver, all the while withering under her coworker’s demonic pre-coffee glare.



“Hello, this is Ditzy Doo?” she said. “H-How can I help you this morning?” she quickly added, imitating the way switchboard mares answered calls.



“Ditzy, a-are you—? Oh, well, of course you are, aren't you?” came a stallion’s voice, rushed and bumbling. “Goodness, I’ve gone and messed it all up already… b-but that’s alright! I’m an admir—a secret admirer of yours and I… well I noticed it was your birthday today…”



Ditzy squinted and pressed the receiver up against her ear harder. That voice of his…



“Time Turner? Is that you?”



“Wait, what? Oh nonono, of course not. I’ve never heard of… I-I’m a secret admirer, the intention being that you definitely, for certain, have never-ever heard of me.”



Ditzy glanced around the office; there was a strange sort of echo in the call. She didn’t know if this was normal on the phone. Straining, she could almost imagine it coming from that window next to Miss Neatly’s desk.



“Turner, it’s super sweet of you to remember today,” she said, picking up the phone and walking to the window. The extra-long cord trailed behind her. “But how in Equestria did you call this phone? It isn’t hooked up to anything!”



“Erm, well, secret admirers have got secrets, right? Th-that’s the appeal of us, we’re all mysterious and, um, attractive that way, you know…”



“Mhmmm…” she said. The ‘echo’ was definitely clearer here. Ditzy smiled.



Half-listening to Time Turner’s babbles, she trotted to the office’s entrance. The trailing wire from her phone swept around, knocking this and that off of Miss Neatly’s desk. Ditzy silently mouthed out desperate apologies; tomorrow she’d definitely need to bring in a double-batch of banana muffins to make up for this.



As Ditzy stepped out of the building and turned towards its east wall, her phone ran out of cord. She let it drop; it was easy to hear Turner from here anyway.



There he sat, next to the little blue box of a shed that held all of the circuits and wires for the building’s switchboards. A mess of knotted cords ran from a phone in his hoof into what Ditzy assumed was the building’s auxiliary line.



He was still babbling on in that way of his, noticing neither Ditzy nor that his short, ruffled mane was in quite the state. His hooves shook and his voice leapt between octaves as he tried to salvage the conversation he thought he was still having.



Ditzy looked at the horizon, watching the sun rise ever so slowly. Walking briskly forward, she decided that her first birthday present would be a big, messy kiss.
      

      
   
      Virgin Green Fields


      

      
      
         “Just another mile, Cookie, and you’ll be able to see what’s over the horizon,” the stallion said to himself as he put one hoof in front of the other, the long grass crunching beneath his hooves with every step. It was a whole new world here; free of unicorns, free of pegasi, and maybe, someday, even free of Chancellor Puddinghead. Lifting his head, Smart Cookie looked up into the sky; was it always such a dazzling blue?



Another step. A cool breeze flowed across the slope, carrying the dewy scent of grass to his snout. He could almost taste the clover beneath his hooves, fresh and uncut, growing wild as nature intended. As the emerald grass rippled over the hill, swaying at the whims of the wind, Smart Cookie half-lidded his eyes, letting his imagination carry him up to the top of the hill to behold the land the earth ponies would claim.



Virgin green fields, untouched by ponies, stretched out in every direction as far as the eye could see. The soil was rich and moist, but just firm enough to be perfect for plowing. Seeds would be sown, the fields watered and tended to, and soon they would bear fruit for the very first time.



With so much food, and no one to share it with, the earth ponies would finally find the prosperity they had always longed for. They would build towns of their own – towns without arrogant unicorn landlords and pegasi casting dark clouds overhead. 



Without the pretentiousness of unicorn intellectuals, their own intellectuals would grow – ponies would no longer hide their books from guests, or deny that they were educated. Without unicorns around, ponies would have to learn, to keep account of things beyond their fields, and, most of all, to admit to it. Foals would grow up without the idea that learning was for unicorns, not for earth ponies. They would know that there was more to life than scratching at the dirt, and go into politics, engineering, and all the other fields which had long been dominated by unicorns. Smart Cookie would propose the construction of a library, and a collection of all the books that the ponies had brought with them so that all could read and be enlightened. And then – and only then – would ponies come to see the foolishness of Chancellor Puddinghead for what it was, and put a good, sensible pony in charge.



Smart Cookie snorted to himself. “A pony can dream, can’t he? Ain’t nothin’ wrong with that.” He smiled ruefully as his eyes focused on the world once more, the slope no longer so steep as he neared the crest of the hill. The sky stretched out endlessly above him, with not a cloud to be seen, and below, he could start to see the valley, green as he had dared dream. Slowly, he turned his head, only to start as he met a pair of blue eyes.



“What the?”



The eyes narrowed at his exclamation, and Smart Cookie realized they belonged to a green unicorn mare, lying in the grass, a book lying between her front legs. “I thought you unicorns were… I mean…” He shook his head, lifting one hoof to adjust his hat. “Er, howdy.”



Well, so much for paradise.








Clover the Clever’s ears twitched at the sound of approaching hoofsteps. Tearing her eyes away from her book, she glanced back over her shoulder at the sound, tilting her head slightly, her eyes widening at the sight of an earth pony frozen mid step.



“What the? I thought you unicorns were… I mean…” The stallion stumbled over his words, his voice thick with the fields. “Er, howdy.”



Clover narrowed her eyes. “Hello,” she said, before she looked back to her book, sighing and lighting her horn to turn the page. Of course it was some slack-jawed earth pony yokel. She should have expected it. Why would they strike out to find their own land when they could follow the unicorns, who, thanks to her guidance, found this place?



Clover shook her head. It didn’t matter. Her eyes flicked away from her book, back to the stallion, who was just staring at her dumbly. To think, for a moment, she had dared to hope it would be a fellow intellectual climbing the hill so they think things through on their own. Was it too much to ask for someone worth talking to?
      

      
   
      Further than Before


      

      
      
         They just don’t get it. AJ and Princess Egghead kept yammering on about how it was impossible. Pinkie just wanted me to go pranking with her, instead. Fluttershy… Fluttershy was super sad. Begged me not to go. Seriously, I swear I wasn’t trying to make her cry! At the same time, it was sorta selfish of her. Pissed me off a little.



I give a few strong flaps. Partly it’s to keep moving forward, duh, but also it’s getting sorta chilly already. Gotta keep the blood pumping. Nothing but fire in these veins, heh.



Rarity. Seriously, of all my friends, Rarity was the only one who got me. How messed up is that? Everypony else was all, “No, Rainbow, don’t be awesome!” But then Rarity just gets this weird grin, kinda like she was pranking, but more serious somehow? Like she was looking at something in the room that wasn’t there? Dunno. But she asked if this was “one of those things in life that you simply have to… do.” And it was like, finally! Somepony here gets what I’m talking about! Twi seemed a little ticked off that Rarity was siding with me, but by that point it didn’t even matter. 



Somepony believed in me. That’s all I need. Thousands are great, sure, but sometimes you only need one.



I’ve been flying for, jeez, I dunno, probably for most of the day? The sunset’s maybe in a half-hour or so, from the looks of it. And my Ponyville-to-Canterlot time is down to nine thirty seven, so that means I’ve already flown… far. Like, crazy far. But I still don’t feel like the horizon’s any closer. I guess Twi wasn’t kidding when she was talking all that science mumbo-jumbo.



No, seriously though, this is ticking me off. I slow down a bit and look back toward Ponyville. It’s gotta be—



What the heck?



I can’t even see Ponyville. Did I get lost? There’s Baltimare, there’s Canterlot waaay in the distance, so Ponyville should be…



What the heck?



I look back the way I’d been going. My eyes have gotta be playing tricks on me, but… the horizon isn’t any closer.



That wasn’t what I meant at all! I wanted to fly over the horizon! I didn’t wanna just fly until Ponyville moved away and the ocean moved closer. That’s stupid. I do that all the time. So what if the scenery changes below me? I’m still here. I want to be there.



I smash a few stupid clouds, feeling my chest getting so tight that it hurts to breath. What the heck is the point? I fly and I fly and I fly and I never get any closer. If you’re flying somewhere and you’re not getting any closer, that means you aren’t moving. Any pegasus filly could tell you that. So if I’m not even moving, I’ll never get there, and if I’ll never get there, that means there’s no point in even trying.



Fluttershy was right. I shouldn’t have left.



Pinkie was right. I shoulda just spent today having fun instead.



Twilight was right. This was never possible to begin with. I was full of it, thinking that somehow I could.



Rarity…



Rarity tricked me, didn’t she? I knew there was something weird going on with that grin of hers! She just sent me off on some wild goose chase, telling me that I could do it, when there was never any hope in the first place. She never honestly believed in me in the first place, did she? That big jerk! As soon as I get back to Ponyville, I’m really gonna let her have it.



Back to Ponyville? Is that it, then? Probably not gonna make it home until it’s super late, if I start back now.



I look over my shoulder.



Y’know what? No. I don’t care that all my flying so far has just been a waste of time. If I fly back to Ponyville now, I’ll never get to the other side. I don’t care how hopeless this is. There’s at least a chance that I’ll make it over that horizon.



I’m gonna do it.



I’ll show ‘em all what I’m made of.
      

      
   
      Behind the Night


      

      
      
         “And off to Ponyville we go, then. We are sure to inspire the most splendid Nightmare Night ever!”



“You sure are, sister,” said Celestia. “Just remember what we talked about. Don’t go calling our subjects peasants, peons, or anything of the kind, and let them enjoy the festival. It’s important to them.”



“Certainly. You worry about nothing, Celestia.” With a flap of her wings Luna was atop her dark chariot. Around her bats appeared out of thin air, landing on her back and merging to form a long cape. With a nod to her guards, and a last wave to her sister, the fully vested Princess of the Night was off.



The silence upon the palace in the wake of Luna‘s egress was broken by a low cough.



“May I speak frankly, Princess?”



“Always, Kibitz.”



“Don’t you think it’s too soon to let Princess Luna mingle with the people unsupervised?” Kibitz turned to Celestia, eyelids flat in his usual unamused expression. “I fear she doesn't fully grasp the… finer changes during her absence yet.”



“Nonsense. This can’t be harder than the —” Celestia shot a mischievous glance at him “— practical ‘advanced scheduling’ lesson you put her through.”



“Perhaps. But I was on hoof to deal with any problems, and anything larger would have drawn you out of your hiding place.”



Annoyed confusion settled on Celestia's face. “How did you find where —”



“I didn't. Anything I couldn't deal with would involve widespread panic, at least; hard to ignore that. But let’s not change the subject, why send Princess Luna alone? You could enjoy the festivities together.”



“Something just crossed my mind,” said Celestia, chin in hoof. “Could you report on San Prancesco's Street Faire from three years ago?”



“Certainly.” Kibitz started to turn. “I will be back from the archives shortly.”



“No need. I trust your memory.”



“Well, the ponies of San Prancesco worked fast that day. They created the most impressive display in your honor less than hour after your unannounced arrival...” his eyes went wide. “Oh.”



“Yes. I can’t go, least I turn the festival into a parade in my, or our, honor.”



“Still,” said Kibitz, customary flat expression back, “why a backwater town where she is cut from our help? Why not someplace closer, perhaps even Canterlot?”



Celestia's expression softened. “It’s better for her. For all she tries to hide, my sister still thinks she lies in my shadow. Ponyville is far off enough that she won’t feel like I’m watching over her withers; just over the horizon, as ponies used to say. And she has friends there, even if she doesn't realize that yet. Where better to mingle and have fun than the place where the ponies that embody Kindness and Laughter live?”



Kibitz’s eyebrow shot up with a sudden realization. “I wonder if Ponyville being the only town to see Princess Luna at her weakest, when she looked more like a common pony than a princess, influenced your decision. They know she’s not untouchable.”



“There is that, too,” said Celestia with a chuckle.



“Yet I still fail to see why such insistence in having your sister mingle with common ponies, to the exclusion of her royal image even. If not for your dedication to prepare her for the hardships of leading I might think you didn't want your sister ruling together with you.”



“It should be a choice,” murmured Celestia.



“Pardon?”



“We never chose to rule. Equestria needed us, and we stepped up to the task. Even if I wanted to step down now, I couldn't; not when my — our — ascension is still seen as the most important event in history. But with Luna gone for a thousand years, away for so long that most ponies forgot Equestria was even a diarchy in the first place…”



“I see.” A wrinkle in his brow colored Kibitz’s otherwise kind semblant. “I still worry about Princess Luna. Advanced scheduling is easy next to the task you set her to.”



“I’m certain my sister will be up to the task.” Celestia stifled a yawn and looked around, picking a tea tray with her magic. “Now, if you excuse me, I must retire for the night.”



Kibitz stood there, a whiff of Assam tea playing in his nostrils, as the Princess climbed the stairs to her study. The same one where she wrote to her faithful student. Silently, he wished a good night to the princess, though he knew she wouldn't be seeing sleep so soon.
      

      
   
      Over Horizons


      

      
      
         Of all ciderhouses in all of the towns in Equestria, Trixie had to walk into this one. She didn’t want to. But she had to. She set a hoof on the door, took a deep breath to steady herself, and walked in.



She had seen his poster and asked around about him, which led her here. She stepped into the dim, haze inside and scanned the room. There he was. Broad Horizons, her ex-fiance. He was sitting at a booth table with some pretty young thing, doubtlessly sweeping her off her hooves.



Approaching the table, Trixie slipped on a loving expression and called out to him, “Oh there you are, dear! I got that topical ointment the doctor recommended. He said the rash should clear right up.”



The mare beside Horizons looked disgusted, then livid. “You’re married!? Coulda said that up front, scuzbag!” She slapped him, then stormed out of the ciderhouse.



Trixie watched this from beside the table with a righteous glee. Horizons looked up at her, sipping his drink, seemingly unperturbed. “Why, my good mare, if you wanted my attention, I’m always delighted to share my ministrations. And I do, in point of order, have a twin brother to assist.”



Twixie scowled. “Do you know who I am?”



“Indubitably!” He quirked an eyebrow. “Unsatisfied customer?”



Trixie scowled harder. “You don’t remember me? What am I saying, of course you don’t.” She slumped down at the table opposite him.



“My dear mare, I assure-”



“You can drop the carnie act, Broad,” Trixie interrupted.



The stallion had a momentary flash of surprise, before his whole body language changed. He held himself less casually, more guarded. “Broad?” His voice was slightly lower and had lost its musical cadence.



“Broad Horizons. Does that name mean anything to you? What about ‘Lullaby’?” Trixie demanded.



“Those are names I haven’t heard in years. Hmm… Twelve years ago, I think. Trottingham. Yeah… She was this sweet little-” His eyes darted back up to the mare in front of him. “Lullaby?”



“Not anymore,” Trixie answered grimly.



“So what’s this about then? Is this some sort of revenge thing?” Horizons asked, more amused than concerned.



“No,” Trixie responded, “I’m going to tell you a story. There once was a mare named Lullaby. Her parents died when she was fourteen and left her all their money. Fresh out of school, she met an older stallion who swept her off her hooves. His name was Broad Horizons and he was the most charming stallion she’d ever met. But one day she woke up alone and he was gone forever, along with all of her money.”



“The police told her that he had been a conpony. She had nothing left. She decided to try to find the stallion who’d stolen her life. She began asking around about conponies, learning about them and what they did. But in order to survive she had to resort to the same tricks. She created a stage persona. Her favorite trick was to put on big, flashy shows to distract an entire town while a partner would go around stealing what she could.”



“She spent almost twelve years looking for Broad Horizons but she never even came close. Eventually she gave up hope and after an encounter with a magical artifact, she decided to go straight. Then what does she see out of the blue? A poster with Horizons on it. He just happens to be in town. So here she is.”



Horizon chuckles. “So in order to get back at a dirty conpony, you became a dirty conpony. Sounds like you’re no better than me, sister.”



“I AM better than you!” Trixie counters. “I never broke anypony’s heart!”



Horizons rolled his eyes. “Sweetheart, it was nothing personal. It was a job. There’s been a hundred mares beside you. Don’t think you were special in anyway.”



Trixie narrows her eyes. “No, Horizons, I just wanted to tell you my story. You made me who I am. But more importantly, I wanted to get my closure.”



With that, Trixie sprang up and dumped his drink over his head. “I! Am! Over! You!” she roared and bucked him hard in the gut.



With Horizons slumped over his table, groaning in pain, Trixie exited the ciderhouse. She felt like a weight had been lifted from her. She’d achieved what she set out to do all those years ago. Now the whole world was open to her. Endless possibilities just over the horizon.
      

      
   
      Making a Better Nightmare


      

      
      
         Bone Blossom sighed, her gaze drifting again to the fog-covered hills on the horizon, her mind to the land beyond. A place that shared her passion. She went there once, a few years ago, but she couldn’t fit; she was too different. Kindred in spirit, but condemned to be forever apart.



Crestfallen, she shuffled her bony hooves towards the fringes of Nightmare Valley, where her humble shack stood.



A bloodcurdling scream sent her spirit soaring. Perhaps this time… Her horseshoes echoing in the now silent village, Bone Blossom raced, searching for the source. She found the Nightmare, queen of the valley, just in time to see her put both forehoves down on the table and open her mouth to scream again.



At Digor, who was pawing a candy pile. His stitched dog face was set in a wolfish grin, his other paw flashing his winning cards around the table.



The scream turned into a giggle, the queen finally having noticed her. “Ah, there you are, Blossom. Want to join in our game?”



Bone Blossom swallowed angry words and turned around, galloping away. How could they forego the forthcoming Nightmare Night, the only important thing in this wretched place, to play games?








Eyes still misty, Bone Blossom focused on a wet patch by her door. She had cried her rage, then her despair; she now felt as empty as her bony body. How could nopony understand how important making Nightmare Night was? Perhaps she should just go ahead…



A sudden red light was all the warning she got before something toppled her. Feeling a wetness in her muzzle, at the same time warm and chilly, she rolled, using all four hooves to pry her attacker.



Its body was a white sheet, barely large enough to cover a small filly; the head was shaped like a cone, with long ears, black holes where the eyes should be, and a bright red nose. She knew this ghostly dog.



“Zero?” But if Zero was here…



“What do we have here? Tears?”



Blossom’s gaze met a lanky skeleton in a pinstripe suit — a bipedal one, not a pony like herself. He was the most imposing figure she had ever seen, his every movement as confident as if he owned the world.



Which, in a way, he did. Jack, the Pumpkin King, scariest denizen of the Holiday Worlds. And now the great explorer, the one that went through all separate worlds to finally unite them.



Blossom looked from him to the foggy horizon, beyond which lies Halloween Town. “What are you doing here?”



“He thought you needed help. Good ears.” Jack patted Zero, its white sheet shaking as if a tail was ferociously wagging inside. “Still worrying about Halloween here not being scary enough?”



“Nightmare Night. Yeah. Nopony here knows about terror, they wouldn’t recognize it even if it screamed inside their ears.”



“Your Nightmare Queen seems scary enough. Marrow-chilling, even,” said Jack with a wink.



“And she will stop to gobble any candy you throw in front of her. The fillies even sing about it.” Blossom looked up, eyes pleading. “Are you sure you can’t take control of Nightmare Night? Add a few heads and disembodied hooves, finally make it scary?”



Jack’s gaze softened. “I can’t force my halloween on other holidays. I almost destroyed one learning this lesson.”



Blossom lowered her head. “Are you telling me to give up?”



Jack’s explosive laughter nearly knocked her over. “Never! Be the best that you can, the best in what you do! Just try to not ruin your Nightmare Night while you do it, like I almost ruined Christmas.” Jack scratched his chin. “I am researching Nightmare Night, and could use someone that knows it well. Perhaps we could exchange ideas to… improve it in a safe way?”



Blossom’s jaw fell to the floor. “I… With you… Of course! Oh, wait.” She raced into her shack, returning with a paper-filled bag. “My plan to make Nightmare Night more like Halloween. I’m not going to use it anymore, but could you…”



Jack’s orbits grew wide as he leafed through the papers. “Well, look at this. Perhaps I should have been asking you to help me with Halloween instead!”








Luna woke to find a box with a smiling skull sigil besides her bed. She wondered about the strangely familiar sigil as she opened the box…



And grinned deviously. Pinkie had nearly begged to be scared last time; she would be very scared this Nightmare Night.
      

      
   
      A Story Not Unlike Winona


      

      
      
         * tringle tringle*



"Welcome to Marigold's Tea Palace!"



"Heya, Marigold."



"Oh, why, hello there ___________. How are you?"



"I'm great; thank you for asking. I just finished the last of my entries for this month's Write Off. I'm finally grabbing breakfast now that I'm finished."



"A Write Off?"



"Yes, a Write Off. Twilight Sparkle hosts it. Unsurprising really."



"I've been known to pen a story or two in my time. Why haven't I ever heard of this 'Write Off'?"



"Well, I guess it's a tight-knit community. I only found out about it because one of my friends told me of its existence. Pretty funny story about him, actually."



"Oh? Well, seeing how its… just before eleven, so the morning rush is over but the lunch crowd has yet to arrive, the shop's pretty empty, as you can see. So why don't you tell me about this friend of yours and how they convinced you to join the write off event."



"Right, so, Twilight started the Write Off a few years ago after a talk with the book club she's in. Cheerilee runs that, by the way. She noted that there's all these literary events up in Canterlot, but that Ponyville is a bit backwater when it comes to writing original fiction. So she started a contest where writers could all agree on a prompt, and then submit their entries to her mailbox anonymously. She'd post them on the library bulletin board for all to see, and then everypony who entered, and those who didn't too, could vote on which were the best. Pretty cool system, really. Oh, and, uh, I guess I never ordered. Um, Vanilla Hazel Nut Coffee, five creamers, three sugar cubes."



"Goodness, _________, you're going to get diabetes!"



"Yeah, well, I like my coffee sweet."



"Okay, so this friend of yours told you about it?"



"Yeah. The funny thing is, his family name is Changéling. That 'e' has a little accent over it, but other than that, it's exactly what it sounds like. So he's always getting in trouble with the authorities, who think he's well, really bad at keeping his cover."



"So, do you think he's a changeling?"



"I don't know. But I do know one thing. This most recent write off, we both wrote horrible entries."



"Why would you do that?"



"Well, it can be fun to do stupid stuff sometimes. And as long as it's within the word limit, you can write whatever you want, and you can submit multiple entries. Well, he's been known to write [url= http://www.fimfiction.net/story/90127/my-harshwhinnial]purposely bad stuff[/url] here and there in the past, and he said he was going to do so again."



"And you are trying to write one that's even worse?"



"Nope. I want my story to be almost, but not quite as bad his. I hope together we sweep for last place."



"So, let me get this straight. You think your story is going to be almost dead last, correct?"



"Right."



"And you think the only author who submits a worse story is going to be the one who authorities are always confusing with an actual changeling?"



"Yes."



"So you're saying your story is going to be…"



"Just over the Horizon."
      

      
   
      The Storm


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom watched the storm from her front porch.



It was miles away, still, more felt than seen. A line of clouds rose over the west horizon, spilling toward her like water overflowing from a cup. The sunset filled the late summer world with golden light, and it painted the tops of the dark clouds orange and red. Distant flitting specks -- birds returning to their evening roosts -- fled from the faint thunder.



She sat on her haunches. The movement set the dry boards beneath her creaking, and a praying mantis perched on the railing twisted its head in her direction. She spent a moment staring the bug down, and then snorted and turned back to the coming storm.



The patio door screeched behind her. There was a short pause, and she heard Applejack’s hoofsteps approach.



“Thought you’d be busy packing,” her sister said, settling down by her side. They were nearly the same height, now.



“Finished already.”



Applejack grunted, and out of the corner of her eye Apple Bloom saw her sister face the clouds. Except for her breath and the hum of insects in the leaves, silence returned to the farm.



A flash lit the storm, casting the clouds’ roiling edges in sharp relief. Apple Bloom began counting in her head: one-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-thousand…



She reached twenty-five and was about to give up when the thunder arrived. It began slowly, a deep rumble stretched out by distance and echoes, and rolled on and on, crashing against the farmhouse like an ocean’s waves. It faded, and when it was gone a true silence reigned, and even the buzzing cicadas were stunned into stillness.



“Gonna be a big one,” Applejack said. “Biggest one of the year, the pegasi say.”



“You’d think they’d stop it.”



“Hm?” Applejack turned her head a fraction of an inch.



“The pegasi. You’d think they’d stop a storm that big.” Apple Bloom waved her hoof at the clouds. They devoured half the sky, now, and above them the twilight had faded to a rich purple.



“Ah, I reckon they could. But they always let one big storm through every year.”



“That’s stupid.” Apple Bloom spoke softly, without heat. Applejack was not a pegasus, after all. “Look at that thing. It’ll flood the streams, break trees, tear off roofs. We don’t need that mess.”



“Yup. All true.”



“So why let it happen?”



“Good question.” Applejack turned back to the storm. Her mane, down and untied for the night, fell in curtains over her shoulders. “I asked Rainbow Dash, once. She said the pegasi used to stop all the bad weather. Tornadoes, blizzards, everything but light rains, back when ponies lived in Dream Valley.”



“Yeah?” Apple Bloom waited for her sister to continue. “Sounds nice. What happened?”



“Nothing. Ponies loved it,” Applejack said. “They loved it so much they asked the pegasi to stop thunderstorms and overcast skies. They asked the pegasi to burn away the frost and the snow, to end the fog and the morning mists.



“Finally, they even asked the pegasi to stop the seasons and hold the world in summer. Have nothing but warm blue skies and gentle evening rains, forever.”



“Oh.” Apple Bloom looked out at the coming storm. “Sounds… nice, I guess.”



“I’m sure it was. But time passed, and ponies forgot the snow, and the winter, and the thunder. Everything but the sun. Their world never changed, and neither did they. They never grew, and when they died they were still young as foals.”



Silence again. In the distance, veils of rain hid Ponyville’s rooftops.



“If you never experience something, you’ll start to forget it,” Applejack said. “That’s why we get one big storm every year.”



“That’s just a story, though,” Apple Bloom mumbled.



“Yeah, it probably is.” Applejack stood and stretched. “But ponies do forget. Pegasi are right about that.”



Apple Bloom swallowed soundlessly. The world flashed, and a heartbeat later the sharp crack of thunder split the dawning night.



“Anyway, let’s get inside,” Applejack said. “Storm’s about to hit.”



Yeah. Apple Bloom looked up. “Hey, sis?”



“Hm?”



“I won’t forget you.” A pause. “Any of you.”



Applejack smiled. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against Apple Bloom’s forehead. “I know,” she whispered. “Now, come on. You’ve got an early train tomorrow.”



“Right.” Apple Bloom gave the storm a final look. It was about to break on the farm. Already, stray drops painted dark spots on the wood.



Maybe once a year wasn’t so bad.
      

      
   
      Enlightenment


      

      
      
         Sweet Home took a deep breath, focusing her chi. She stood on one hoof, balanced, seemingly precariously, upon a single, slender wooden pole. She exhaled, repeating the mantra: "I shall bend where others break."



The exercise was fierce, tense, and still strangely poetic. Master Long Wok move with grace across the other poles, his rear hooves dancing upon ground that was anything but solid. As he approached the student, his forehooves moved in a fury of confusion, causing his body itself to sway into seemingly impossible angles that would surely cause a fall. Yet his balance always recovered.



To her credit, Sweet Home didn't flinch, prepared as she was for the feints and the flurry. When he attacked, her own hooves fought off every attempted chop, strike, and sweep. The master paused, gathered himself, and stood at full height on his rear hooves, bowing.



"You do well," he said, his Cantonese accent thick. "You master everything you see before you. Rise and receive reward!"



Sweet Home tried to fight it, but couldn't help but smile. She knew she'd trained hard and deserved recognition for her work. She stood upright as well, meeting her master in hoof-tip balance and bow.



He kicked the pole she stood on, and she tumbled to the loose gravel a dozen feet beneath.



The other students laughed as she dusted herself off and stood up. The master himself leapt from the pole and onto the ground to face her.



"But Master," she said. "I don't understand. I have learned everything I've seen!"



"Yes, my little pony, you have, but you still not enlightened."



"Then teach me, Master! Teach me the secrets to enlightenment!"



"I would gladly teach if I could, but everypony must find enlightenment for herself."



"Then tell me where to look, Master! I shall go anywhere, accomplish any task required! Direct me and I will go!"



"Very well," the Master responded. "I see great drive within you. You ready to go upon the quest. However," he said, looking at the other students. "Like enlightenment, quest open to all seekers of truth."



Sweet Home nodded serenely, accepting the implied challenge. The other students nodded as well.



"Secret to enlightenment can be found," the Master said. "Just over horizon."



Sweet Home was about to ask more, but stopped herself. It was a riddle, and she'd solve it. Then she smirked. She was a pegasus, and she could beat all of her fellow students in a race, especially just a few dozen miles to the horizon. She just had to figure out where to go. The nearby cities of Neighjing and Canton seemed obvious... too obvious. No, the secret had to be remote, in the isolated shrines of the Himaneigha mountains. There were a dozen shrines up there, but she could hit all of them within a day, long before the others could even think of where to head. She galloped outside and took off for the north.



The other students spent a few minutes contemplating the riddle, before going on about their day. Training continued, lunch was held, and no other pony departed, despite the challenge. At dinner, another student approached the Master, asking him why none of those remaining understood the quest Sweet Home had so suddenly undertaken.



"Rest assured," the Master responded. "Secret to enlightenment not in Himaneighas."



"Then you let her go there for no reason?"



"No, she learn much, for the wise ponies of mountains have much to teach."



"Then what of enlightenment?"



"As it has been for many years," the Master replied. "Enlightenment is just over horizon."



The student thought on this, and smiled. The other gathered students, overhearing the conversation smiled as well, realizing their Master truly was wise. Enlightenment was a journey, not a destination. No matter how far a pony went, the horizon was always just a bit further yet. They all went to bed that night basking in the glow of true wisdom. Well, all but one.



"Hey, Horizon," his bunkmate said, stepping into the shared room.



"Gah! Notachangling!" Horizon sputtered, being startled at the edge of sleep.



"Woah, clam down! I just wanted to know what that paper is you're always staring at. Why do you keep that thing pinned above your bunk anyway?"



"Oh," Horizon replied, relieved to see his cover was intact. "The Master told me if I understood this, I'd achieve enlightenment."



"But it's just a blank piece of paper."



"I know, I've been staring at it for years!"
      

      
   
      Story Time


      

      
      
         Back in the old days, not too long after Equestria was formed and ponies started to live together in harmony, there was an Earth pony named Big Apple. Big Apple was the tallest, the strongest-



Stronger than Big Mac, Granny?



Oh, yes, even stronger than him, little Apple Bloom. He was the strongest stallion in his whole town, even in all of Equestria! There was no threat that he couldn't conquer.



But then one day, the town saw smoke coming from a nearby forest. They asked the pegasi stationed at a nearby guard tower if they knew what was happening, and do you know what they said? They said there was a dragon!



So Big Apple, always wanting to protect his town, set off into the forest to confront the dragon.



Alone!?



Well, he may have been strong, but nopony ever said he made smart decisions. So Big Apple is walking through the forest, and it’s getting smokier and smokier. Eventually he reaches the dragon, but by this point, the smoke is so thick that he can hardly breathe! So he walks up to the dragon, clears his throat, and yells-



“Ah challenge you to a hoof-wrestling competition!”



Ah! Big Mac, you scared me!



Hehe. Sorry, Apple Bloom. Couldn't resist.



Heh, are you two finished? Alright then.



The dragon couldn't hear Big Apple because it was asleep. So he tried again. And again. After a good while of him yelling at the dragon, Big Apple started coughing again. The smoke was getting too thick. Luckily for him, it seemed that the dragon was starting to wake up!



The dragon opened its eye, looked at Big Apple, and raised its claw towards him… and rested his elbow on the ground, with the soft part of the claw facing Big Apple. The dragon had accepted the challenge!



So Big Apple walked towards the claw, put one hoof up against it, and pushed. Nothing. He put his second front hoof against it, and pushed. Still nothing. A running leap. Nothing. As he was trying to pull the claw to the ground by grabbing hold and hoping gravity would do the work for him, the dragon got up, flapped its wings and flew up and out of the forest.



Well, Big Apple just held on for dear life at that point, and hoped that the dragon would keep him safe. He kept his eyes open, so that he could make sure he could find his way home, but that didn't seem to matter when the dragon landed just outside the village.



The dragon shook Big Apple off of his claw and said, “That was the most fun I've had in the last ten years. That was the only reason I didn't eat you after you woke me up. But now I’m curious, why would you challenge a dragon to a hoof-wrestling match?”



Big Apple stood up, dusted himself off, and said, “I thought it would be fun.”



The dragon stared at Big Apple. Big Apple stared back. The dragon laughed. Big Apple smiled.



“Indeed it was, pony. Indeed it was.”



“But now that you’re here, why were you in that forest?”



The dragon shrugged, “I couldn't find a nice mountain.”



Big Apple blinked. “You know there’s a giant mountain just over that horizon, right? It’s even called Dragon Spiral mountain,” he said, pointing towards the other end of the town.



The dragon stared at Big Apple. The ‘slap’ from the dragon’s claw hitting its face was heard on the other side of the town. Without another word, the dragon slowly flew up, and lethargically made its way towards the mountain in question.



“Nice guy,” said Big Apple, walking back towards the town.



---



Granny Smith sat there with a smile on her face, while a confused Apple Bloom looked at her.



“Is… that it?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Huh? Oh, right, there was something about, uh, don’t wake a sleeping dragon, persevere, because the thing you want might be right around the corner, something like that. Now go on, filly, you’re gonna be late for school again! And don’t forget your lunch!” Granny shouted to Apple Bloom as she raced out of the front door.



“Heh, that got her to stop worrying about her cutie mark. Works every time,” Granny said to herself as she settled down for a nap.
      

      
   
      Antecessor


      

      
      
         She stops and looks back. Far behind her, barely visible, the last vestiges of her home seem to become part of the fog. She looks forwards again. The forest is close now, and its silence scares her. She shivers and holds her child closer, feels his warmth wash over her cold and tired body.



She tries to remember that she is alive. The draconequus had nearly driven her insane, and it was only due to her husband and the princesses that she still possessed even the faintest hint of her rationality. She sniffles. Then she takes flight through the trees, cradling her child all the while.



He does not make a sound.







It’s hard going for the mother, but she eventually arrives at her second home. Her husband might have gotten angry if he had known about this place. He could not get angry now; dead creatures had no emotions.



With a stroke, she sweeps aside the hanging ivies and enters the antre. An unlit torch is all that adorns the stone walls here, but the mother quickly lights it and lays her child down in a crude bed of decaying moss.



He does not make a sound.







As the sun sets in the forest and the light shining through the canopy dwindles, she cradles her child. She sings softly to him, hollow lyrics to an emotion that she does not feel. The mother whispers false words of assurance to her child, telling him that he will grow up in a world where harmony and peace reign, where doubts and fears can be spoken aloud without consequences.



A coughing fit overtakes her, and she touches her chest, avoiding touching her damaged rib cage. She gives a weak smile to her child and resumes the ersatz soothing words in all of their damning serenity.



He does not make a sound.







The next day, she gathers food and branches. Wincing as a sharp pain shoots through her abdomen, she plucks fruit and herbs alike from their domain and places them into a large satchel, which sags from the weight. 



Sticks are gathered, wrapped with vines and lichen, and flown up to the roof of the cave, where she arranges them into a ramshackle box, large enough for her to crawl in and lie down. The mother flinches as she shimmies her way out of the crude hut and makes her way down to the grotto’s interior. She gathers the herbs and, with two large stones, begins the arduous grinding process. The child lies in his bed.



He does not make a sound.







With a fresh poultice applied, the mother bites into a ripe fruit, trying not to gag at the taste. She knows they can only help her, but that does not mean that she has to like it. As the juice runs down her throat, another lance of pain causes her to spasm, and for a moment she forgets herself and a shriek emanates from her.



Clapping her mouth shut, she looks out the mouth of the cave. Nothing of importance hears the outburst, however, and, shaking, she returns to the depths of her secret dwelling. She sits on the ground and curls her limbs around her child, quiet tears falling on him.



He does not make a sound.







She is awake. There is pain. There is only pain in her, and she is only pain. She flounders for air. She stands and takes wing. The rickety wooden structure on the roof is waiting for her. She collapses. Scrambling, she pulls herself into the construction and lies down. The unblemished moon should be bright overhead. The clouds think otherwise. The tops of the trees make a perfect viewing window. The mother murmurs a prayer to her child. There is one more instance of pain, a needle-like twinge in her heart.



The mother bursts into flame as she dies, her ashes igniting her crafted house and sending up an enormous plume of flame and a rising pillar of smoke. In the shelter below, her child does not move.



He does not make a sound.







An indigo light pulsates its way into existence. With a final flash, it takes on wings and a slender horn. The pyre still flickers with dying embers. The alicorn glides down into the cave. She sees the child, lovingly nestled in its bed. She picks it up and makes her way home, the purple dragon egg snugly wrapped in her embrace.



She does not make a sound.
      

      
   
      The Infinite Blue


      

      
      
         Pumping her wings for what felt like the millionth time, Scootaloo ground her teeth in pain. Below her stretched an endless abyss of icy sea, its cold waters nearly featureless at this height, providing no thermals or air currents of any kind. Nothing at all to give relief, to let her rest, glide, and give her burning flight muscles more than a few seconds of rest. But she pressed on.



It'd all started out so innocuously. In the years since they'd first met, Rainbow Dash had managed to become friends with the reclusive A.K. Yearling. The archaeologist-turned-author, no longer as spry as she'd been in her youth, spent most of her time abroad on more mundane and traditional archeology these days, and had invited the ever-eager Dash to come visit her latest dig site. Scootaloo had talked her way into the venture shortly after that. It'd seemed like such fun at the time.



But then the storm had hit.



It was a mess. The ship had taken the full brunt of a typhoon, and its crew had been woefully unprepared and undertrained for weather of such strength. Supplies were jettisoned; ponies were swept overboard; the mizzenmast cracked. Dash, ever the hero, had rushed into the fray. Rope in her teeth and wings beating fiercely, she'd fought to keep the broken rigging up long enough to help a few underneath escape the inevitable crush of sail and spar. But only a few. The sailcloth they'd eventually stitched back together still held dark red stains in several places, and Dash herself had lost a wing and fractured a leg in the attempt.



That was over a week ago. The ship had been becalmed ever since, the tattered sails that could be salvaged not enough to catch the feeble breezes. As the remaining fresh water ran out, and the injuries turned toward infection and worse, it became clear that no rescue was forthcoming. The journey had, supposedly, been nearly complete by the time the storm hit. So, as the only pegasus still able to fly, Scootaloo had determined it her duty to try to find land, or at least help.



She'd been warned about the dangers of oceanic flight before: the lack of landmarks for navigation; the lack of geography to provide updrafts or thermals; the absolute lack of anywhere to land and rest at all. But there was no choice in her mind, so the young pegasus had departed, setting herself on a heading the ship's navigator estimated to be the shortest path to land. If he was right, and she stayed on course, it'd be a dozen hours in the air. But that had been over thirty hours ago.



At twenty hours, Scootaloo knew she'd already flown longer than ever before. She thought of turning back, to maybe rest and try again another day, assuming she could even relocate the ship before her wings gave out. But then she thought of the ponies she'd left behind. The bosun's crushed foreleg had been sawed off with carpenter's tools, the strong earth pony breaking his own teeth as he bit down on a dowel in pain. She'd seen the doctor letting putrid infection out of Dash's own leg at least twice as well, and she knew the saw wasn't likely far behind. She'd seen the little unicorn colt with his mother too. On the fifth day, he'd started saying how thirsty he was. By the sixth, it was all he said, at least when he wasn't crying. By the seventh, he was only whimpering. By the time she departed on the eighth day, he'd no longer been making any sound at all.



So now she pumped her wings, for the millionth and first time. The burning pain made her bite her tongue, the taste of blood at least a momentary distraction from the pain... and the fear. She was lost. She was alone. Nothing but the deep blue above, and the even deeper blue below. Nothing but blue since she'd lost sight of the ship itself more than a day ago. What she wouldn't given for another color; just the faintest hint of green, brown, or even gray. A smudge of dirt on the edge of the world was all she asked. It had to be there. It must be there. Just one more length forward and she'd save them. Just one more pump of the wings and she'd see it. She knew it'd be there, just past the infinite blue.
      

      
   
      Six


      

      
      
         She slowly hopped from one edge of the world to the other. One, two, three, four, five, six small leaps took her from the nearest wall to the farthest. She paused at the edge of the world, tapping it absently with her beak; it remained unyielding, unchanging, exactly as it had been for as long as she could remember.



The world was dark and hard. Dark, hard, and lonely. She didn’t precisely understand the concept of loneliness; she had nothing to compare her singular existence against. Still, she understood on some deep, subconscious level that there really ought to be more than just her in the world. What more, she couldn’t say, but she was certain that if it existed, it would be an improvement.



She slowly hopped back to the other side of the world. One, two, three, four, five, six. 



She knew she had lived a long time. The world may have been empty, but it had its cycles of warm and cold. There were also dim noises on occasion, though these seemed to come and go almost at random. Once she had been convinced that these sounds came from outside the world, but in time she realized that that was foolish. She didn’t know why the walls whistled and growled—just another of the mysteries of the universe—but they did.



One, two, three, four, five, six.



But the most reliable way to track the passage of time was the accumulation of feathers on the ground. She had had many feathers once, but now only a bare few clung in tufts to her head and wings. The rest she had gathered in the center of the world. It made a more comfortable bed than the substance of which everything else was made, and keeping the feathers piled together felt unaccountably natural.



One, two, three, fo— 



She stopped suddenly, coming to an ungainly halt atop her pile of feathers. Something was wrong. She was warm, even though it wasn’t warm-time yet. No, not warm; she was hot. The last few feathers drifted from her body to the pile below her, unnoticed. She was burning up.



The heat started in her breast, and spread from there. She watched, body no longer under her own control, as her chest began to heave, and her wings began to tremble. Her feet started to twitch, then spasm, as she fruitlessly hopped in place. Then the heat reached her head.



Her featherless wings began to beat the air as she leapt, again and again. Her head beat against the roof of the world. Her body struggled to rise, her instincts screamed at her to lift up, to lift up higher than the world itself, but she did not notice. The fire was in her mind now, and with it came memories from a time before memories.



With perfect clarity, she remembered that there was a time when the world was larger than this. She remembered her own hatching, her parents, her nest. She remembered the dog-creatures who had come, with their cart and their dull grey box. She remembered being taken from her nest, put in the box, its lid sealed over. She remembered bumps and jolts, then tumbling end over end, then stillness. She remembered it all.



Again and again her body beat against the roof of the world—no, the lid, the lid! The heat in her body increased, and wisps of smoke trailed from her as she hopped and fluttered. She needed to rise, she needed to rise, she needed to— 



As suddenly as it had begun, everything stopped. Her body seized, and she collapsed onto the pile of feathers. She felt a flickering heat, different from the one which had filled her body moments ago. She saw flames. She watched as they spread, engulfing her. As her vision failed, she heard a memory echo through her head...



“Asbestos and steel may do to trap a phoenix, Sparky, but only for a bit. There’s nothing burns hotter than rebirth, and we haven’t made a cage yet that can hold that heat...”



Then, nothing.








She opened her eyes. There was light; light she remembered from long, long ago.



Slowly, uncertainly, she rose to her feet. She blinked against the brightness, flexed her rejuvenated wings. The melted ruins of the world lay about her, and a new world—a bigger world—a better world—stretched before her. She let out a weak, warbling croak, and hopped to meet it.



One, two, three, four, five, six



seven 
      

      
   
      Mortar


      

      
      
         “Move, move, move!”



I couldn’t hear the sound of my commander’s booming screams. The noise of explosions drowned it out, dulled it to only be added to the other screams on the battlefield. Soon enough, his voice had already died beneath the waves of the river of uproar that was war.



I ducked to the side, narrowly avoiding a sword’s keen blade from slicing into my side. Blood dripped into my eye. The sharp sting of pain reverberated from my right cheek, but I chose to ignore it. Just like I ignored the blinding of my eye due to blood. Blood wasn’t important right now. In fact, it was too plentiful to think about.



All around me bodies thudded to the ground. The mud of the field ran red now, brown splotches a rare sight where blood did not fall. To my left was a pony, too many arrows to count sticking out of his chest. He seemed surprised.



I jumped over the body of a diamond dog, his limbs broken so they jutted outward at odd, unnatural angles. His face was stuck in the mud, so I couldn’t tell whether he was surprised or not.



I covered my nose, tears welling up at the stench around me. Smoke drifted up in the air, soot replacing any oxygen available. Probably from the fires that burned on all sides. The distant din, followed by another explosion, told me well enough the fires would only continue. Grow in numbers. Add more bodies to the ground.



My limbs were like fire as well. Burning, coaxing the flames with more fuel. My body was a raging inferno, but all it would take was the smallest of breaths to blow me out. Or else I’ll just turn to ash, anyway.



In the distance, oh yes, very, very far away, I could see it. What my commander had been yelling about, before he drowned. Down there, so tantalizingly close yet so impossibly distant, was my target.



A mortar.



I ducked just as arrows rained down from overhead. I didn’t know whether they came from pony or diamond dog. Didn’t matter now. The battlefield was too confused to care. Fire, shoot, attack, stab, strike, blow, defend… it was all just so jumbled.



I could taste my own blood. Iron and salty. That’s what fear tasted like, I suppose. I was terrified enough as it was. Everything around me wanted me dead. But I just kept on moving. Better than staying and dying, I supposed.



Down trenches, up past piles of looted armor and weapons, skirting around blazing bonfires and ducking under overturned wagons, I ran. Because there it was. Just relaxing in the light of the setting sun, so infinitely far that not even the stars could compare, was my mission. And like a good soldier, I did my mission to the letter.



My pack grew heavier each step I took. It wasn’t far now. No, it was just close enough to keep me hopeful. Because why even bother then, if there wasn’t that left?



I jumped over a floundering diamond dog, left in his last death throws. His killer stood triumphantly above him, sword gleaming in the weak sunlight. He glanced at me, grinning, before a boulder buried him under the muk. Mud splattered on me, but I just kept on running.



So close. Another few steps. It wasn’t so far away now.



I just…



Barely…



Got it!



“Finally. We got ammo!” one of the soldiers yelled, spotting me.



I threw my pack into his claws, the heavy burden done. He pulled out a round, and nodded to several other soldiers around him. They readjust their trajectory, working as a well-oiled machine.



I drew back, too exhausted to stand. The soldiers load the round in, kneel, press their claws against their ears, then fire. I glanced up as the arch of the mortar round reached high in the sky.



I look to the distant pony army. Unicorns, pegasi, earth ponies, all arranged to invade and destroy. But now there was something different. Down in the ranks there was confusion. Death. Cries and woes, similar to here. The round had found its mark.



The soldiers are congratulating each other. I just sit there, looking over to the setting sun, leaving this horizon for the next. It was only when it disappeared did I notice the fireball falling from the heavens, aimed directly towards us.



I was still too tired to stand up.
      

      
   
      In Front of You


      

      
      
         “So what's the problem, exactly?”



Twilight gnashed her teeth together, and forced her voice to remain level.



“It's called the horizon effect, Spike. It usually applies to magical intelligences that can play games like chess, battle clouds, and so on. What happens is that the number of possible positions is huge, and the spell can only look at a small portion of them, mostly just a few moves down. The name comes from the fact it can't see anything beyond its horizon.”



“So, a spell can get stuck thinking that it's got the right move, when it's actually going to make a huge error!”



Spike scratched his chin pensively. 



“Huh. Okay. And what does that have to do with finding my real parents?”



“It has to do with the fact that it's screwing up my results! This stupid dumb badly designed butt of a spell hasn't been working the way it's supposed to at all! It has told me, in order, that me, Princess Celestia, Mom, Shining and Cadence were all your parents! And no matter how much I change it, I can't get it to work! At one point it was thinking that Rarity's costume from the dragon migration was your mother!”



The sound of Twilight's heavy panting echoed in the library.



And then Spike smiled and rubbed her side.



“Hey, don't worry. I believe in you. You're only doing this because I asked you, and I'm sure you're going solve this. Now, come on: what do you say we take a break so you can relax?”



“You're right Spike. I was going to meet Rarity for tea anyway; do you want to come with me?”








“Yoo hoo! I'm up here, darlings!” said Rarity, from atop the gigantic river dragon on top of the hill.



“Rarity! And Steven! I didn't know you were bringing a guest with you.”



“Well, I wasn't, originally, but it just so happened that I met dear Steven at the spa, and we struck up a conversation, and well, we just have so much in common! Our love for fashion, for beauty, for rejuvenating baths...”



“Oooohhhh, yes! Aloe's heated stone bath is just to die for! I could have soaked in there for hours!” proclaimed the fabulous drake.



Twilight thought for some reason of the time Spike had taken a six-hour warm shower and used up all the hot water in Ponyville.



“Uhm, Twi, who's this guy, exactly?” Spike whispered in her hear while Rarity slid down to their level.



“Oh, right, you wouldn't have met him. He's a river dragon we met in the Everfree forest when we went to find the Elements of Harmony. He's actually quite nice.”



Twilight then watched as Rarity introduced the purple dragon to the other purple dragon and then left them to their own devices.



“Dear, is everything all right? You seem quite stressed, if I may say so.”



Twilight sighed, and her shoulders slumped. 



“It's nothing, really. Spike asked me to find out who his birth parents could be, and so far I haven't been able to dig up anything.”



“Well, don't worry dear. At least he seems to have already made a new friend in Steven.”



Rarity pointed her hoof at the two. Spike was admiring the larger dragon's mustache, and expressing his approval.



Come to think of it, hadn't he been obsessed with mustaches for a while now? Twilight had stopped giving them to him, but he'd still ask for one every once in a while.



“Wait! I've got it! I can't believe the answer has been staring me in the face all this time and I didn't even notice it!”



Spike turned around to look at Twilight, curious.



“Spike! Take a letter. We're just going to ask the Princess directly who your parents are!”



Spike looked at her flabbergasted.



“Oh—right. That works.”



Spike quickly scribbled down something and sent it on its way while Steven watched with interest.



“I hope she replies soon, I really want to kno—BELCH!”



“Gimme gimme gimme! I want to know what the answer is!”



Twilight snatched the scroll out of the air, while Spike rolled his eyes.



Then she read the scroll. 



She looked at Spike. 



She looked at Steven.



“Oh, you've got to be kidding me.”
      

      
   
      Today Happiness Is Just Over the Horizon


      

      
      
         “Today Happiness Is Just Over the Horizon,” read Spike. “Hey, Twilight, can I have a free day? I bet I can find it.”



Twilight Sparkle looked up from her daisy sandwich, eyebrows contracting. “Wait, find what?”



“Happiness. It says here that it’s just over the horizon,” said Spike, jumping and pointing the crumbled cookie and the paper.



“Spike, those cookies are just a superstition. They rarely come true.” Twilight massaged her brow.



“But what if this one does? How can I know happiness isn’t out there?”



“And anyway,” said Twilight, “how do you even know which direction to go? North, south, east, or west?”



“Well, can’t I just look in all of them?”



That is Spike for you, stubborn as a… “Okay, you win. But I can’t go help you, I have the whole afternoon scheduled with meetings. And remember, the horizon works both ways, so if you can’t see the café you are already over the horizon.”



“Thanks. I’ll be back with that happiness before you know it!”



Twilight chuckled seeing the little dragon dash to the east. She glanced towards the clock tower; she had a few minutes to spare before the first meeting. Spike could take care of himself, but she sure would feel better if she could tell the weather team to keep an eye on him.








“Just a moment, Mr. Rich. I need to talk to my assistant.”



Twilight looked at Spike in confusion; he had a spring in his step and a smile in his face. “Did you really find happiness?”



“Well, having tea with Fluttershy and her friends was very fun.”



Twilight let her amazement show in her smile. “Then the message did turn true, you found happiness! I’m glad for you, Spike!”



“I don’t know.” Spike scratched his head. “I mean, I can go have tea with Fluttershy any day. The cookie said today.”



“Then…”



“Yep, I’ll keep looking,” said Spike, this time racing to the west.








Davenport had just left when Twilight saw Spike again, still smiling, even if the smile was tempered by tiredness.



“Anything?” asked Twilight.



“Can’t say a stroll through White Tail Woods wasn’t nice, but I didn’t find it.”



“Why don’t you stay? Savoir Fare told me he can…” Started Twilight



“Not now, I have two more places to search,” said Spike, already on his way south.








“... And this is how —” Twilight’s eyes went wide as Spike, with a slight limp, came into view. “Spike! What happened?”



The little dragon, covered in scrapes, started, “A diamond dog —”



“What‽ Sorry, mayor, but I have to go.” In a flash Twilight had Spike on her back. “Now where did this diamond dog go?”



Spike’s blank stare turned into panic. “Wait, he didn’t hurt me!”



“Then,” said Twilight, her voice controlled again, “what happened? Why are you hurt?”



“I.. fell into a Diamond Dog hole. Spots rescued me. Well, I helped him after, but he did rescue me.”



“Oh, Spike.” Twilight glanced back at the table and said, “Sorry for the interruption, Mayor, I will be right back.” Then she looked back at the little dragon, already on his feet and walking to the north. “Why don’t you stay here, or at least rest a bit?”



“I can rest after I’ve found it. See ya!”








Concern slowly creeping into her eyes, Twilight followed the small dragon with her gaze, something limp and green hanging from one of his back fins. Was it a leaf, or… “Spike, what happened this time?”



“Well, the happiness isn’t in the lake,” said the wet and crestfallen dragon. “I guess you were right.”



“Sit here, Spike I have a surprise that will cheer you up,” said Twilight, absentmindedly removing the algae from Spike’s back. “You may come too, sir,” she said, this time to the pegasus stallion that was — finally! — her last appointment for the day.



“I dunno, I…” Savoir Fare’s tray caught Spike’s gaze and held fast. “A ruby sundae! That is, like, happiness I can eat!”



“Of course. I think my number one assistant —”



Spike’s panicked face made Twilight follow his gaze. Savoir Fare had slipped on an algae strand, the prized sundae now sailing through the air.



“Noooo!”



Spike leapt, his clawtips barely scratching the cup. It hit the pegasus squarely.



“A thousand pardons,” said Savoir Fare, napkin already in hoof. “I will clean all promptly. I’m truly sorry, mister…”



“Horizon,” said the orange pegasus, wiping ruby sundae from his face.
      

      
   
      Friendly Correspondence


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia sat at her writing desk and glanced up at Philomena. “Ready for another batch?”



The phoenix cocked her head. “Rrrr?”



After rolling the last scroll up, Celestia added it to the pile. “That should do it. If you would…”



Philomena clapped her wings together, and fire engulfed the stack of paper, leaving it in cinders. A wisp of ash curling away, the red flame shot out the window and split apart, heading toward scattered destinations.



And right as Celestia started leaning back in her chair to relax for a moment, Philomena’s feathers lit up again. A ball of crimson coalesced and floated to Celestia, then turned green before it fizzled out. “Oh, a letter from Spike!” she said. The scroll dropped onto the desk in front of her. “I hope Twilight will enjoy those Gala tickets. What do you think?”



“Awk.” A small wisp of down floated away from a growing bare patch on Philomena’s chest.



“Time for that again already? Didn’t you molt just a few centuries ago?” Celestia asked with a smirk.



“Chirrup.”



Celestia undid the tie and unfurled the message. Maybe a thank-you, maybe telling her that she’d made a friend she wanted to invite with the extra ticket. Still a few months off, over the next hill, so to speak, but not too early to start preparing.



Dear Princess Celestia,



I've learned that one of the joys of friendship is sharing your blessings, but when there's not enough blessings to go around, having more than your friends can make you feel pretty awful. So, though I appreciate the invitation, I will be returning both tickets to the Grand Galloping Gala.



Celestia’s breath caught in her throat. Her hooves shook as she drew them to her mouth. “Ph-Philomena, she—”



“Chee?”



The Princess whipped out a clean sheet of paper and dipped a quill in her bottle of ink. Far too much—the first word left a huge blotch on the page, but she scratched it through and scribbled furiously, pausing every few sentences to wipe the tears from her cheeks.



My most faithful student,



Thank you for your prompt response. It is one of the qualities I most admire about you.



It seems I have yet another. When I observed you turning down a party invitation from your fellow students, I knew I had to do something about it. You are too interesting, too wonderful a pony to keep it all to yourself. If I could just nudge you into socializing more, then others would discover what makes you so unique. But more than that, you would broaden your experience. Other ponies can teach you more than you realize—they have their own interests, their own expertises, and that is a better teacher than any textbook could be. I was also certain that their capacity to care about you would touch your heart.



So I sent you to Ponyville, a place dear to my own heart since its founding. I knew you would find a friend there, not only to save Equestria from Nightmare Moon, but to save yourself from isolation and loneliness.



When you told me you wanted to stay there,



Princess Celestia sniffled, smiled up at Philomena, and reached for a tissue.



I nearly broke down on the spot. To see you so attached to others that you would stay there, away from your home, your studies, your mentor, I was so, so proud of you. I hoped you’d foster a close enough relationship with one that you’d want to invite her to the Gala. So to hear back that you’d prefer not to attend unless you could bring all five with you, that you’d become such close friends with every one of them—



I have never been so overjoyed.



She reached for another tissue, dabbed her eyes dry, and blew her nose. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I know—a princess has a certain image to uphold.”



“Hruah?”



After taking a deep breath, Celestia levitated her quill back into the inkwell. She squared her shoulders, slid another piece of paper from the stack, and carefully blotted the excess ink from the quill’s nib.



My faithful student Twilight,



Why didn't you just say so in the first place?



Celestia tucked six tickets into the scroll. “Another outgoing, please.”



Philomena sent the letter on its way, and with a huge smile, Celestia paused, balled up her first draft, and threw it in the wastebin. Then her eyes widened. “Oh, and one more ticket for Spike.”
      

      
   
      It Still Rises


      

      
      
         It was unusually quiet in Canterlot this morning, as it had been for the past few days. Besides her own slow breaths, preparing herself for her coming duties, all Twilight could hear were the faint hoofsteps of guards patrolling the halls and the serene chirping of birds in the castle garden, just outside the open window. The calm was comforting; Princess Celestia had been away for a week now, along with Princess Luna, and Twilight assumed that the city would have been in a panic without them. 



She’d been worried when she first received the message, asking her to take their place in the cycle of day and night. For how long, they couldn’t say, but they had no shortage of praise and support for her. A few years ago she had done it, when Tirek’s rampage put the other Princesses’ powers under her protection, but her performance then left much to be desired. Still, it was needed now, and for the past six days, she left the silence of her room at dawn and dusk to perform her duties. 



The act was taxing, draining most of her strength, and so the rest of her time was spent resting and reading, hoping that she could find a reason or answer in the pile of letters and books that littered Celestia’s desk. For now, however, she stared down at her crown, hoping that it could be the last time she’d need to wear it. Surely this morning would be the one where they would return, with praise and comfort, and the skies would be clear.



Her prayers were interrupted by a familiar knock at the door. Twilight did not need to turn to open the door, and see Spike standing in the doorway once again with a watch gripped in his claws and an exhausted look on his face. Before he could begin to speak, she picked up the crown and placed it on her head. It was so light, much lighter than it had any right to be. “I know, Spike,” she said, walking away from the desk and through the door, “you can go back to sleep if you want.” Spike didn’t respond, following beside Twilight as he stared down at the watch.



As Twilight walked through the dimly-lit halls of the castle, she made note of how few guards there were left compared to when she and Spike had arrived. Most of them had claimed illness or injury, but there were a few that had been honest: wanting to spend time with their families. She couldn’t deny them that; she didn’t need them here, for nothing more than watching empty halls and rooms. Still, she thanked each one she passed, reminding them that they could leave at any time.



After a few minutes, she reached the door to the balcony, just outside the throne room. She took deep breaths, trying to clear her mind of the doubt that kept welling up. Things were only calm in Canterlot because so many had fled to the west. If any of them had stayed and clamored for a solution, Twilight might have cracked on her first day. Thankfully, all she had to do for them was her duty.



She opened the door with her magic, and stepped out into the cold dark outside. The moon shone as brightly as it could manage, cut into a crescent shape by the looming dark orb in front of it, now easily taking up half of the eastern horizon. A month ago, it had just been a black speck in a telescope, unnoticed by everyone but the most astute stargazers. Two weeks ago, it was the size of a star in the night sky, but it devoured the light of those close to it and darkened the day. That was when the Princesses had taken notice. They assured Twilight it was nothing, but a week later it was half the size of the moon, always visible to the east, growing larger by the day.



That was when the public started to panic and worry, and the Princesses left to try and stop it. Twilight hadn’t heard anything since then, and part of her knew she never would.



Closing her eyes, trying to ignore the dark titan of awesome size, hurtling closer to them by the second, Twilight lowered the moon and rose the sun high into the sky to peek over the black edge, and shed its bleak light over a doomed world.
      

      
   
      Dawn Rising


      

      
      
         The steel door had not opened in a while.



Twilight writhed on the floor, her stomach gnawing at her. She had not eaten in several days. The bare concrete rubbed against her ribs, sending rivulets of pain ricocheting through her. Magical deprivation had rotted her horn away sometime before -- she couldn't be sure when. Her fur was falling out in large clumps, but she no longer minded.

 

Dawn was a far off fantasy in this cold stone room.








Two bastions of two vastly different worlds sat across from each other, looking over a chasm neither thought could be bridged. The scroll between them could have forested an entire mountain range, had they left it as trees. The scritch scritch scritch of quill nibs on paper was as important as the clashing of swords. In these carefully written words and the distinctly guarded expressions of their authors, ponies were bartered and traded; their lives were forfeit or saved under the deciding scritch of quill on paper. 



The tense silence was shattered by a quiet ringing. A demure mare pushing a breakfast cart entered the throne room. The grumbling of their stomaches declared a temporary cease in negotiations between these two titans. The mare set their food down and scurried back out of the room. 



For the Solar goddess, there was a soft brown sugar oatmeal drizzled with maple syrup. The kirin across from her had a plate of chopped heart on rice, garnished with ginger sauce. Celestia repressed a gag at the bloody scent rising from the kirin's plate -- the chefs hadn't even bothered to cook it. 



Breakfast was eaten in silence. Both parties refreshed and rearmed, the war was back on. For all of her verbal sparring, Celestia couldn't write out one provision: the return of a general she had taken as a POW. If she could, she would have left him in the deepest pits of Tarterus with all of the rest of the scum but she couldn't. 



She had to hand over a beast that had slaughtered her subjects for her student, lest the kirin walk out entirely and resume battering her war weary country. 



As a leader, there were things that must be done. 



This was one of them.



Celestia signaled to her guards. The doors to her throne room opened. In walked a gunmetal Pegasus, his metallic fur shining in the morning light. His eyes were dead and cold. The moment he saw his Queen, his eyes brightened. 



"The girl is in a bomb shelter on the outskirts of Canterlot."



"Which one?"



"I never said I'd tell you that," the kirin smiled. Getting to her hooves, she took her guards and her general, and left.



The sun peeked over the horizon, glancing in on these proceedings.








Celestia ripped the steel door off of its hinges -- said door melted beneath the mighty heat of a righteous alicorn. Twilight looked up. The light was all but extinguished in her eyes. Upon seeing her mentor, her heart began beating faster than it ever had before.



Dawn had broken.
      

      
   
      Last Slice


      

      
      
         "Big Macintosh?"



Big Mac looked up from the plow he'd been mending. "Yes, Granny?"



She smiled and patted his withers. "You're a good stallion, but you're allowed to do something outside of the farm." She winked. "Besides, the next crop of Apples has to come from somewhere."



The stallion shuddered. "I suppose. What brought this on?"



Granny Smith looked out of the open shed door, out at a perfect view of Sweet Apple Acres in all its glory. "There's a chill in my bones that ain't going away. Celestia's sun's a bit dimmer and the shadows are a little heavier. I ain't long for this world."



Mac stood and enveloped her in an embrace. "Don't say that, Granny."



She shook her head. "It's true. I had a good run, much better than what anypony might have thought, me included. And it weren't my pancreas, so that'll show that know-it-all at Ponyville General!"



"Granny." Mac scowled even as he blinked back tears. He took a deep breath. "How much longer do you think you have?"



"Oh, I'd say a few hours."



"Well, we…" Mac bolted to his hooves. "WHAT!?"



"Well I'd've given you better notice if I had it!" Granny grinned. "Don't you worry, old Granny's had a plan for this for a while. Already said my peace with your sisters. AJ's been running the place for years anyway, save for you doing the books. Apple Bloom…" The old mare wilted a little. "Well, I ain't happy to tell her goodbye, but at least I ain't near her whole world no more. She'll get by. Do a lot more than get by, if she can do what I think she can."



Macintosh bit his lower lip as he thought. "We could—"



"No time, Macky, no time! I need every minute I got!" She raced off as quickly as her hip allowed.



Mac caught up in a few steps. "I could at least get you there faster."



Granny glanced away for a moment, but Apple pragmatism won out over Apple pride. "Oh, alright."
With a little help from her grandson, Granny Smith touched up her will, wrote down a few secret recipes and bits of zap apple lore, and composed an obituary. She knew that last one would be flowered up to Tartarus and back, but at least she got a say in the matter.



All that done, she settled into bed, removed her false teeth, and shut her eyes.



"Hello, Granny."



She peeked open one eye. "With all respect, I ain't your granny."



The alicorn gave a soft smile. Her coat was a dark gray, and only seemed that way because nothing could seem as black as her mane. No stars twinkled there, though its edges were a soft white. Her cutie mark was a white marble tombstone, which struck Granny Smith as somehow tasteless. "No," she said, "you aren't, but it's how you've thought of yourself for a long time."



Granny shrugged. "Fair enough, I suppose. I have to say, you ain't quite how I pictured you."



This got a grin. "You were expecting somepony thinner? Dressed differently? I don't suppose there's a scythe laying around that I could borrow?"



The old mare rolled her eyes, though she did feel her cheeks twitch a bit. She began to limp out of bed, paused, and got to the floor far more smoothly. She looked back and saw her own face. "So, that's it then."



The alicorn waved her head from side to side. "In one sense, yes. In many others—"



"Any of them others have me back in that body?" Granny pointed a hoof at the one in question.



"Well…" The other mare hissed air through her teeth. "No."



"Well, that's the important one." Granny shrugged. " Couldn't hurt to check, though. So, what happens now?"



The alicorn smiled again. "That's the fun part. I never know until we get there. Follow me, Mrs. Smith."



And so they trotted to an undiscovered country.
      

      
   
      A Former Student of Mine


      

      
      
         Cheerilee struggled up from her chair and opened the window again. That noisy concert across town had finally ended, so maybe she could enjoy the night air now. The sun had just set, so at least the heat of day had dissipated.



Honestly, she didn’t understand children anymore. They liked such cute music back when she still taught her little flowers, but these days… It didn’t matter anymore, though.



She’d plopped back into her chair when she heard a knock. At this hour? Anypony who knew her should remember she went to bed by eight thirty, and here it was, already quarter past.



“Come in!” she called.



“M-Miss Cheerilee?” a soft voice asked. Cheerilee craned her neck, but she couldn’t see the entrance from her chair, facing the picture window.



“Please, sit down.” A neighbor or something. She couldn’t place the voice, but when her guest took the seat across from her—



“Sweetie Belle!?”



The filly—no, not anymore. A mare, tall, elegant, with flowing curls. She beamed back. “It’s wonderful to see you again, Miss Cheerilee!”



With a small gasp, Cheerilee leaned forward. “How did you get here so quickly? The concert just ended.”



“I deliberately scheduled the after party for later. I wanted time to visit.” Sweetie Belle brushed her forelock aside and bumped her headset. Must have forgotten to take off her microphone—she giggled, pulled it off, and held it in her lap.



“I’m glad to see you doing well,” Cheerilee said. Visitors were nice to have. Usually.



Sweetie Belle’s mouth twitched into a frown as she glanced at Cheerilee’s hoof. “Twilight told me she was a little worried about you. But I realize you might not want some pop culture nonsense…”



“Not at all! I love my students, and I’m very proud of you.”



“I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by before.” Sweetie Belle’s eyes flicked to Cheerilee’s hoof again, then down to her own lap. Yes, why now? And what did Twilight care? “I thought you wouldn’t approve…”



“Of course I do! I may not like modern art, but I can still appreciate a good painter.”



“Miss Cheerilee, I know you don’t teach anymore, but… my daughter is having trouble with math. I wonder if you would be willing to tutor her?” The sun had set on that, too, some time ago. A quiet retirement, occasionally volunteering at the library, which was no doubt where Twilight—



Cheerilee nearly spit out the bitter taste in her mouth. “What good would that do? Basic math, reading… anypony can do that. You don’t need me.”



“Everypony can do that because of you.” Sweetie Belle held back, like she wanted to say more.



“I don’t know.” Cheerilee sighed. “How useful is any of that, really?”



Her lips pursed, Sweetie Belle sat up straighter. “You remember that trick you taught us to figure out if you could divide a number by three? I use that all the time at the market, when I buy groceries for me, my husband, and my daughter.”



“You… do your own shopping?”



Sweetie Belle nodded. “I liked Sapphire Shores when I was young, but it bothered me how she talked down to her staff, had everything done for her. I promised myself I’d never act like that—Scootaloo does my choreography, Apple Bloom builds my sets… my fans, my co-workers—they’re all friends first.” 



She shifted in her chair, and a smile returned to her face. “I learned that in your class. How we keep a budget, how we plan healthy meals…”



No need to patronize her. Cheerilee sank into her cushion.



“In music school,” Sweetie Belle continued, “I learned proper singing technique. In high school, chemistry. In your class, I learned how to learn those things, how they make me a better pony… how to be a better pony.”



Sweetie Belle glanced out the window, where the sun’s last glow faded. “I have to get to the party—you’re invited, of course, but I doubt you’d enjoy it. Still—” she watched Cheerilee’s hoof again “—can I visit tomorrow?”



A minute of silence passed, along with a lifetime. “Yes,” Cheerilee finally said, “and please bring your daughter.”



“Thanks, Miss Cheerilee!” Sweetie Belle positively beamed as she gave Cheerilee a hug, then waved good-bye.



Alone again. Cheerilee unclenched her hoof and looked down at the bottle of sleeping pills. She undid the top and shook one out. Only one.



And she settled back into her chair, facing the window. The sun’s glow, just before dawn, would wake her in the morning.
      

      
   
      A Couple of Tossers


      

      
      
         Twilight was entranced by Pinkie's effortless form as she tossed Fluttershy and Rarity into Sugarcube Corner. They curved beautifully, landing on their hooves. Twilight had only seen pony-throwing that graceful once before, on a Crystal Empire balcony.



Throughout the conversation about friendship necklaces, one thought occupied her mind.








"And that's why we're are having a pony toss-off!"



Shining Armor scratched his neck, looking from Pinkie to Twilight. "Maybe you should rephrase that..."



Twilight put a hoof on his shoulder. "Come on, BBBFF. It'll be fun and I'll get some research done! Rainbow Dash, Applejack and  Cadance are all wearing safety gear."



Shining's frown deepened. "I'm not sure I'm okay with somepony else throwing my wife..."



"It's fine, Shiny,"  Cadance cooed, nuzzling him. "You know how Twilight gets about research."



Shining nodded, sweating. "Let's do this."



"Great!" Twilight clopped her hooves. "Here's how it'll go.



"The event is three rounds, three bouts each. Magic and wings are banned, for both throwers and throwees. In an emergency, I'll teleport the thrown pony to the safety zone."



She indicated a cardboard box, "Safety Zone" written on its side, construction paper pennants waving in the breeze. Inside, Fluttershy waved a matching pennant.



"Hooray, safety."



"Points will be awarded for style and distance." Twilight indicated a table covered with a fancy tablecloth. "Rarity's judging."



"Count on me to have only the keenest eye!" Rarity flipped her mane.



Twilight grinned. "Are the rules clear?"



Shining and Pinkie nodded.



"Let the throwing begin!" Twilight flared her wings. "First, underhoof throwing with Applejack!"



Applejack stepped forward, her grin fading as she looked between the two contestants. "Uhh, which one o' y'all's goin' first?"



Pinkie opened her mouth, but Shining cut her off, bowing.



"Ladies first."



"Ooooooooohh!" Pinkie's eyes widened. "I'm a lady now!"



Twilight sighed. "Pinkie, would you please?"



"Oh. Okay!" She bounced off toward Applejack, who, despite her bicycle helmet and padding, got a bad feeling.



The first event nevertheless went off as planned. Shining wasn't as adept at underhoof throwing, but vowed to make up lost points in the overhoof throw with Rainbow Dash. He narrowly avoided a black eye after insinuating Applejack's weight might be the source of his issues.



Shining Armor, as runner-up, took the first throw in the second round. Dash sailed like a dart, far outstripping his earlier performance. By the end, he even had a slight lead.



"It's still anypony's game," Twilight announced. "Last is the freestyle round! Contestants can throw however they wish, and style points count double!"



 Cadance stepped up to Pinkie, who hesitated, biting her lip



"You won't banish me from the Crystal Empire or anything if I mess up, will you?"



"No."  Cadance laughed. "I promise I won't give Shiny an unfair advantage, either."



Shrugging, Pinkie lifted her, groaning. At  Cadance's frown, Pinkie quickly said, "It's okay! I know alicorns are just a teensy bit bigger than regular ponies. I pick Twilight up all the time!"



"Wait, no you d—" Twilight was cut off by Pinkie's underhoof throw.  Cadance flew a respectable distance.



Shining stepped up and, true to form, threw overhoofed.  Cadance sailed most of the length of the playing field.



Applejack scoffed. "And he was complainin' about my weight."



"Are you sure you haven't been practicing?" Pinkie asked, eyes narrowed.



Sweating, Shining answered, "Well, it's not like we haven't done this before..."



"Time to kick it up a notch!" Pinkie shouted.



Her next throw involved a somersault, impressing the judge. Shining Armor responded with a behind-the-back throw. Pinkie's final toss was a hammer-throw. Each time,  Cadance flew farther and farther, surpassing the field's length.



As Shining stepped up for his final throw, everypony quieted. He grabbed  Cadance's rear hooves and spun, lifting her into the air. When her cheeks flapped, he released.



She flew like a rocket over the trees, farther than one might imagine a pony could be thrown. Twilight gaped, then grinned at him.



"Shiny, I think you just won!"



"Don't be too hasty, Twilight." Rarity pointed to a pink twinkle disappearing over the mountains. "Is there a contingency for ponies tossed outside the playing field?"



Twilight started hyperventilating. The others clamored as they watched  Cadance vanish. Pinkie jumped onto Shining Armor's back, squealing, "Ooh, do me next!"



"It's okay," Twilight said. " Cadance can break the enchantment and teleport back. There's no need to pan—"



There was a distant boom, and a screech.



"...ic?" Twilight's pupils shrank to pinpoints.



Shining Armor facehoofed.



"She's gonna kill me."
      

      
   
      Hospice


      

      
      
         “Evening Lily?” her mother said calmly in the waiting room outside, looking at her daughter. “Grandma is...” she hesitated, struggling to explain to her daughter just what was happening. Mild Meadow had a hard enough time getting through this without having to explain what death was to her filly. This made the whole process just that more difficult to bear.



“We’re going to be saying goodbye to grandma over the next few days, okay Lily?” Mild Meadow began, hoping Lily wouldn’t ask any follow up questions.



“Where’s Grandma going?”



The question sent a stab through her. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t let her know. Admitting it to her daughter would make the event more final.



“She’s going to…” she said, trying to hold back the tears for later. “Grandma is dying, sweetie. That means she’s going to go to sleep and not wake up.”



“Not wake up? Are her dreams that good?”



Mild Meadow smiled at her. “Yeah, she’s going off somewhere, living in those dreams, and she’ll be happy there.”



“That sounds like a nice place, mom, can’t we visit her there?”



“Nopony can visit somepony else’s dreams sweetie,” Mild Meadow said, stroking Lily’s mane. “We just have to say goodbye before she goes, for the next few days I’m going to be very busy helping grandma, okay?”



“Okay, mom.”





Evening Lily watched as a few days stretched to a week as her grandmother’s health continued to deteriorate. The doctors said that her heart had grown too big. That sounded silly to Lily. Of course Grandma had a big heart, she was so full of love to everypony. Why would having a big heart be causing her to die?



She tried to talk to her mom about it, but she was off in her own world, only listening to the nurse's explanations seemed to calm her.



Lily watched as the hospice nurses helped her grandma: feeding her, making her more comfortable, filling the IV with more painkillers. They were the only ponies to watch, everypony else seemed in a daze, only the nurses seemed to know what they were doing.



It was getting very late on the eighth day of grandma’s stay when Lily’s mother went to go flying for a bit. Most of the friends and family that had stayed around had engagements for the next few hours and had left. It was only Lily left in the room when grandma decided to go. She hadn’t wanted to leave in front of everypony.



She hadn’t been able to say anything, the last few days robbing her of her ability to speak. Lily was able to understand by the way her grandmother opened her eyes that final time the love she was trying to convey even though she was too weak even to smile. 



“I love you too grandma,” said Lily, watching her grandmother slowing down, her eyes resting.



“It’s okay to go to sleep now. I’m sure your dreams will be really nice.” Her grandmother lay there, everything that was rustling was being stilled.



“Just keep going beyond that horizon where being awake ends and sleep begins. You'll find the best dreams there.”





It was only five minutes later when Mild Meadow made it back into the hospital room, too late to add another goodbye to the many she had already said. She looked at her daughter, surprised to see a single lily on her flank.



“Lily? Are you okay? Were you here when grandma, when she—“



“Yeah… I helped her to go,” she said calmly. ”I really liked helping her go.”



Lily turned and faced her mother, confused and a little scared. “Mom… does it sound weird to say that I want to help other ponies go to sleep when it’s their time too?”



Mild Meadow stared at her daughter, and then at the new cutie mark, she remembered all of the nurses that had been helping her the last few days, their cutie marks showing peaceful scenes and calm faces.



“You want to be hospice nurse, sweetie?”



“Yeah… I think so,” said Evening Lily.



Mild Meadow embraced her daughter, stroking her mane with a hoof. She looked over at her mother one last time, the tears starting to fall, a small smile forming on her muzzle for her daughter, the mix of emotions tearing her in different directions.



“I think your new cutie mark agrees.”
      

      
   
      Apprentice


      

      
      
         Part of what Rainbow Dash would never understand is that Daring Do's job, exploration, actually involved "exploration". The quiet times, where she'd trek around uncharted land with several rolls of fine parchment and map out her path, noting various animals and geological features along the way. The "boring and totally not Daring Do-like" part, according to Dash.

	The multicolored pegasus laid down in the duo's tent, her limbs spread like a starfish to disperse the heat and moisture of the jungle. Daring Do sat on the other side of the tent, sketching a rough outline of an unusual plant's leaf in her botany notebook. The journey so far had left them both aching and tired, and only now did Daring decide to set up camp in a fairly even spot of land. Seven or eight hours of trekking through a balmy, damp jungle on hoof (Daring refused to allow flying during this trip, as flight only gives a cursory glance at the ecology of the land) will do that to any pony. Naturally, the apprentice was having a harder time coping with the labor.

	"If we're looking for this stupid river, why can't we just fly?" she inquired, flapping her wings and rustling the loose papers in the tent. "We'll get there faster, and you can't miss a river from above!"

	"Because there's just as much to see on the way to the Taletoc river as there is in the river itself," she replied, voice coarse with irritation. "That's what you do when you explore. There's no point in making dozens of trips to the same area just because you select one particular goal at a time." Daring Do had taken Rainbow Dash on a few expeditions previously ever since their first run-in, and she proved a valuable asset in the exploration of ancient temples and dangerous caverns. The speedster was little more than a childish nuisance during the main parts of her job, though.

	"We'll just fly there, meet with the tribe, and ask them what's around!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed, as though her plan were unquestionably brilliant. She nudged the flaps of the tent open, inviting in the earth-scented heat of the jungle. The sky was bleeding red through the dense canopy, the lazy sun melting somewhere out of sight.

	"It's getting late, Rainbow. It's dangerous to fly out there right now." Daring Do's protests were unheard by Dash, who had already exited the tent and stretched her wings in preparation for flight.

	"You've done plenty of stuff at night! I'm just going to look, okay? It's gotta be right over the horizon!"

	As tempting as it was to finally feel some satisfaction that this journey wasn't fruitless, Daring Do knew the value of patience. If the thrill-seeking smile and gleam in Rainbow Dash's eye were any indication, however, the cyan pegasus thought little of waiting. So little, in fact, that even the demands of her 'idol' turned friend would be meaningless.

	With a sigh, Daring Do conceded temporary defeat. "Fine, Rainbow Dash, but you are going to promise me you'll be back in less than 5 minutes. You're just stretching your wings for a bit, all right?" She instructed, giving Dash a threatening glare.

	"Of course, Daring! You know I'm careful!" Rainbow replied, taking flight and hovering for a brief moment. "You wait right here!"

	She was gone in an instant, zooming around the skies. Daring couldn't help but smile. Secretly, the younger pegasus reminded the explorer a lot of herself, minus the wisdom of experience. She returned to her tent and continued her sketch, glad for a moment of peace.







	Not a few minutes later did a cry sound out through the jungle, silencing the orchestra of talkative birds and insects. Daring Do, enthralled by her work, darted up and dashed out of her tent, instinctively alert. Dread clutched at her guts like a violent animal as regret hit the explorer. If Rainbow Dash had somehow gotten hurt, it was on her head. The possibility rolled around in her mind as she prepared to launch off the ground and into the skies.

	Just before the adventurer could get liftoff, a rainbow blur crashed through the leaves and in front of her, twigs crackling. Before Daring could respond to the potential threat, Rainbow Dash climbed up.

	"Daring! I found it, it's literally right there!" She exclaimed, pointing with a hoof to the distant horizon. "They're friendly and they're waiting for us!"

	With pride, the duo began packing.
      

      
   
      Rattlers


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash peered through the cracks in the boarded-up window. She could see them out there, silhouetted against the moonlit sky. Gleaming white in the dark.



Rattlers.



Nopony had known what else to call them, and soon enough it had been too late. Ponyville fell in a matter of days. Survivors on the road would trade stories—about how Canterlot had burned to the ground, Appleloosa was a nest of horrifying skinless creatures. Even Cloudsdale wasn’t safe.



Rainbow Dash pulled away from the window and looked around the darkened room. They were holed up for now in a small cottage just on the outskirts of Dodge Junction. She still wanted to keep moving. The farther away from Ponyville—the farther away from all those memories—the better.



“They’re here, aren’t they?” Rarity whispered.



“Yeah.” Rainbow nodded. “We don’t have much longer.”



Rarity was the only friend Rainbow Dash had left. It had surprised her how well Rarity had adapted to this life. They’d survived together, saving each other’s lives more times than they could count, as they had watched so many others taken by those things.



It was the same every time. If the rattlers got you, it took only seconds for them to take your skin. Soon enough you were nothing but bones yourself. Then nopony could even tell who you once were. The rattlers all looked the same.



The only sounds now were their own breathing and the clicking of bony hooves on the ground outside.



“Come on. There’s got to be a weapon, or… something…” Rainbow Dash said. Her eyes darted around the room.



Rarity stood there in silence, staring at the floor.



“What are you doing?” Rainbow said. “We need to get moving. They’ll be in here any minute now!”



“You have to go, Rainbow Dash,” Rarity said quietly.



“What are you saying?”



“There’s no other way to escape. You can fly out through one of the upstairs windows. I’ll keep them occupied here.”



Rainbow shook her head. “I can’t do that. You can’t do that.”



“I don’t have anything left!” Rarity said. Tears were in her eyes. If she still wore mascara, it would have been running. “I was a designer. I lived for the finer things in life. All of that is gone now. Canterlot. My shop. Not to mention… everything else.”



Rarity didn’t need to say any more. It was clear what she meant. Rainbow would never forget when they fought their way to the clubhouse at Sweet Apple Acres, only to find three rattlers waiting for them inside. Small ones.



“There’s no reason for me to go on, but you can still escape, Rainbow Dash. There are other ponies out there who need your help.”



The boards over the window splintered as a slender white hoof smashed through. Rainbow could hear a clattering against the walls as they beat against the house. It was coming from all sides.



“Go now!” Rarity said.



Rainbow bit her lip. She took one look back at Rarity—she briefly thought how much she had changed since this all began—then turned around and galloped upstairs.



She found a window and started to pry the boards off. She couldn’t hear much from downstairs. Rattlers were always deathly silent.



The boards creaked as she pulled them out. She heard something else. Almost an echo. Something creaking on the stairs. That now-familiar rattling sound.



She could feel the rattler’s hollow eyes on her as she finally got the window open and took off into the cold night air. The wind under her wings didn’t give her the same comfort it usually did.



Rainbow Dash forced herself to look back at the house. There was nothing but a mass of white around it—a whole swarm of rattlers. She could hear the bones creaking.



Rarity was one of them now.



She felt the strength draining out of her wings, and she fought to stay in the air. There was only one thought in her mind.



I’m alone.



Rarity was gone. Forever. The rattlers were staring up at Rainbow with those hollow eyes. She turned in midair and stared back at them. She gritted her teeth, and tried to hold back the tears. There was no time for that now.



She wasn’t going to let Rarity be one of them. No matter what, Rainbow was going to make sure her friend would rest in peace.



Rainbow Dash flew low, staring the rattlers down.



“I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”
      

      
   
      Everypony loves long sunsets


      

      
      
         “Pinkie, would you like another–“



“I sure would, Twilight.”



Twilight tilted her head, raising an eyebrow. “But I didn’t even say what–“



“I know it’s something from Sugarcube Corner. Or from Sweet Apple Acres. Or from Spike’s kitchen. Either way, it’s going to be delicious!” Pinkie grinned back happily at her friend.



“But wouldn’t you at least want to know–“ 



“Nope! Now gimme!” Pinkie flailed her arms, making grabbing motions towards Twilight.



Twilight smiled and rolled her eyes at her friend’s antics, turning slightly to reach into the picnic basket by her side. She pulled out a cupcake and held it out for the pink pony, who immediately snatched it up and swallowed it in one bite, licking her lips and humming in delight.



“This was a really nice idea.” Fluttershy shuffled through another basket for a moment, pulling out a cucumber sandwich and taking a small bite. “This is one of the best places in the park to watch the sunset.”



“And what a sunset it is.” Rarity made a grand gesture with her hoof, enraptured by the large ball of fire slowly sinking beyond the horizon. “The sun looks so large and majestic! How I wish I could own these shades of red and orange to work into my dresses, but alas they are caught in this moment, and this moment alone…”



The six mares and one baby dragon, sitting on the picnic basket at the top of the small hill, fell silent to let those words sink. For a long while none of them made a sound, simply watching the sunset.



“Not that Ah’m complainin’ or anythin’, but this seems like a rather long moment to me.”



Rainbow Dash flew up to hover a few feet off the ground, glaring irritatedly at the sun. “Seriously! I mean, I like watching the sun set just as much as the next mare, but that’s because I know that it isn’t supposed to take forever.”



“Hey look, the moon is rising!” Spike pointed a claw at the horizon, chuckling lightly. “I’ve never seen the moon and the sun out at once. Maybe Princess Luna thinks that the sunset is taking too long, too.”



Twilight leaned forward, squinting her eyes. “You’re right, Spike. And the moon is rising awfully fast, too. And now it’s… turning around and… bouncing up and down?” She rubbed her eyes, wondering if she had studied a little too long again the previous night.



Applejack lifted her head to scratch her head, still watching the moon seemingly bouncing up and down on the sun. “Ya know, this whole dance seems kinda familiar to me for some reason…”








“Are you going to see reason now?”



“I have no idea... what you are… talking about…”



“Nonsense! You know exactly what I mean! This façade has gone for far too long and I will not take it a moment longer!”



“But sister, everypony… loves long sunsets…”



Princess Celestia was lying flat on the marble floor of her balcony, wheezing from lack of air, but grinning and laughing nevertheless. Princess Luna stopped jumping up and down on her sister’s back, though only to bite her ear and let out a growl. “They will have to choose between this sunset and their oldest ruler, Tia, because I swear to the creators that I will end at least one of both if you don’t lower the sun already!”
      

      
   
      Where the Sun Goes When it Sets


      

      
      
         Once, in a bygone era, I asked my teacher: When the sun sets, where does it go?



She told me that it waits for us just over the horizon.  I accepted that, then.  I learned later that the world was round, that it spun upon an axis and that it revolved around the sun as dictated by forces of gravity and inertia and Celestia’s will.  I learned the equations and formula that spelled out the abstract concepts of mass and centrifugal energy and how magic affected those forces.  



So when a foal, much like my younger self, asked me that same question, I had a much better answer.  I explained lines of delineation and the visual lag caused by the limit of lightspeed in vacuum.  I had entire charts and graphs ready to answer the question in the most complete and nuanced way possible.  I had prepared speeches jostling for space in my head that I had been writing since I too asked that question.



Short Cut, the inquisitive colt, started at me in blank incomprehension.  His father, Snips, also seemed lost as I continued on.  Needless to say, the parent-teacher meeting ended awkwardly shortly there after.  I felt drained as the stallions left me alone in my office.  It was not the first time I had faced that gulf that exists between my intellect and that of other ponies.  I cursed it and my own blindness to it, again.



I know I am smart.  Smarter than most of my peers and elders in the same manner they are smarter than the majority of common housepets.  The ponies around me aren't stupid.  I learned to avoid that trap early on, setting myself apart from them because I was smart, ergo, they were dumb.  I am just smarter.  But that knowledge offers me no solace when the divide is so vast.



These days I ask my teacher, now my friend and colleague: Is this how it is for you, with your amassed wisdom and experience?



She nods and lays a wing comfortably across my back.  She tells me that when I was younger, before the gulf developed, she saw in me a great potential and that she did not want to overwhelm me.  She answered my questions with anecdotes, fables and poetry so that I could grasp concepts.  I was not ready for the full truth and the hard math.  The answers were designed to make me more curious.  To fuel that hunger for more information.



She does as she always has and marvels me with her foresight and ability to boil it down ages of knowledge to something easily digestible.  She tells me I am like the set sun.  I sit just over the horizon from everypony elses’ view.  Like the sun, I am forever waiting for the world to catch up, looking back over my shoulder and encouraging it along.  Why else had I elected to become a teacher?



I reflect on that wisdom, poke it and pry at it.  I tease out the greater meaning of her words slowly and it becomes clear. I teach foals so that they may one day cross the gulf that divides us.  I teach not to impart knowledge itself, but to give others the thirst for it. 



So I sit, content once again and await the next foal to ask me where to sun goes when it sets.  Now I know the answer. 
      

      
   
      The Slow Fall Of An Unfamiliar Star


      

      
      
         It's a beautiful sunset, layering on the irony. The sky's full of fading clouds, heavy with an ugly and intrusive purple but limned on the underside with a more familiar red. A bright yellow ball hangs just above the ground, bleeding its color across the horizon into the haze of distant Horseburg's agricultural dust. I hold up one hand, curling in my fingers to examine the brightly painted nails, and in the light of dying day, my skin is an old familiar orange that makes my heart ache with might-have-beens.



I'm in the school bell tower, alone. I'm not crying. I'm not.



The ghost of his memory walks up behind me. He rests his head on my shoulder, and we stare at the sun together. His hands are cold on my shoulders in the bite of the autumn air, but the outer shell of his jacket shares its borrowed heat with my back. I can smell his—what's that word again?—aftershave, a sweet musk that would have curled my nose hairs Before The Portal, but which my faded senses register almost subconsciously.



If I block out the tower walls at the corners of my vision, it's just like we're on his rooftop, that first week after he found me.



"It's so strange," I mumble at him once more, crossing my arms over my chest where his should go, feeling the words slide out where once they stumbled through my lack of muzzle. "To watch this."



"Why?" his memory murmurs into my ear.



This time, I answer. "Sunset is so different from Equestria's. It takes so long to fall. And the shimmer I was named for is missing." Celestia's shimmer, the grip of her horn. My gut twists for a moment. Her counterpart has never been anything but polite and disinterested, but the way she looks at me sometimes, I wonder what she knows.



He's silent. We stare into the sun. Why didn't you tell me about your world?, he doesn't say.



Would you have stayed if I did?, I don't answer.



He holds me while the tiniest sliver of light sinks into the earth. The silence grows awkward.



"You could have been my king, you know," I say. I'm not bitter. I'm disappointed. "You only hurt yourself."



He still isn't speaking. Why isn't he speaking? "I wasn't asking for much," I say. "Just to do my homework for a week or two while I researched the spells. Keep the principal off my tail. Help me steal the grounds key. Which I've got, no thanks to you." I lean back into his chest, the warm patina of the oversized bell. "I'm going to make this world into the paradise it was meant to be." An unwelcome gust of chilly wind, never touched by a pegasus, ruffles my hair. "Bring the magic back."



"Do you believe in magic?" the memory of his voice faintly echoes.



I don't have to believe, I told him once upon a time. I can look at the sunset with you, and know. That's when I first leaned into him, cheek to neck, and heard in his chest the quickening of his heart.



"Being with you," another distant memory whispers. "It's just so…magical."



I close my eyes and lean into his cheek. The metal of the bell is moist.



"The magic's gone," a third memory says, sharp and clear. "I…just don't know you any more."



My eyes snap open.



I'm in the school bell tower, alone. Why am I crying?



"I don't care about you," I force myself to say out loud. I wipe my tears on my sleeves and stand up straight. I point an accusing finger at the sun. "And I don't care about you!" I fling myself forward to the railing, and scream out at the world, "I DON'T CARE ABOUT ANY OF YOU!"



I don't, I repeat to nobody in particular, certainly not to the one who walked away, as I curl up in a tight little ball with the last rays of sunlight ascending the top of the tower. I don't. It doesn't matter. Just so long as I get my magic back.



Just one more week until the portal reopens. One week without him.



I stand up, with one final glance at the red of the horizon, and stumble down the stairs, closing the trapdoor behind me. I don't care. I really don't.



I'll keep saying that. 



By the time I succeed, it might even be true.
      

      
   
      Depths


      

      
      
         “Are we there yet?” Spike asked.



Twilight Sparkle rolled her eyes. Shooting an annoyed look over at Spike, who sat cross armed on her back, she said: “Spike, for the fifth time, it’s just over the horizon.”



“That’s what you said two hours ago!”



Twilight let out an exasperated sigh and flapped her wings, flying further into the expanse of deep blue ocean that stretched in every direction away from the two of them. Everything was gloomy, despite the sun being high up above the horizon. Its feeble light had rendered the sky a whitish-gray color.



“You’ll know when we reach it,” Twilight said.



“Really…” Spike snorted. “How long have we been flying again?”



“Five days, twelve hours, thirty-seven minutes, eight seconds and counting,” Twilight immediately replied.



“And how long was your estimate? Three days?”



“Yes, Spike.” Twilight looked over her shoulders again. Spike was frowning now.



“And your estimates were never wrong.”



Twilight narrowed her eyes. “What are you getting at?”



“You’re wrong, Twilight. There’s nothing out here!” Spike shot forward suddenly, ending up on his fours, his slitted eyes looming large in her view. “Let’s just face it; you’re in way over your head.”



Twilight shook her head. “No, I can feel it.”



Come.



“We should just turn back—”



“No!” Twilight glared at the young dragon, pushing against his small snout. “Not when I’m this close!”



Spike returned her glare, an unimpressed look on his face. “The cure isn’t out here. We should head back to Princess Cel—”



“No!” Twilight screamed and turned to face the deep blue expanse.



In the back, Spike sighed. Twilight ignored him, deciding to concentrate on her flying. For the next two hours, things were mercifully quiet. A dark line appeared and grew on the horizon. It soon became a squall, thick with black oily clouds that strobed with occasional but periodic lightning.



You are near.



Twilight’s breath hitched in her throat. She redoubled the beats of her wings, speeding her way towards the storm. The cure was almost at… hoof. Soon, she would be rid of them. She would be rid of them and she would not be called a m—



“You’re making a big mistake, Twilight,” a new feminine voice said.



Blood turned to ice. Twilight turned around so fast quickly that she was amazed that she had not snapped her own neck. Piercing violet eyes stared into hers. Stared into her soul. Implored. Twilight stared slack jawed at Twilight Sparkle. It was several moments before Twilight found her voice:



“I-I’m not.”



The clouds grew closer and closer. Twilight turned away from her doppelganger.



“I have to do this,” she said.



Twilight felt the weight—now four-fold of Spike’s—shifted on her back. She felt a muzzle bury into her mane.



“You don’t have to…” the feminine voice— her voice said. “Please… turn back.”



You are almost there. Come to me.



Twilight shook her head once again. “I can’t turn back!”



Embrace me.



There was a sigh and Twilight felt the warm expelled breath of her doppelganger on her neck. The roiling black cloud clouds grew further more. A roar grew louder and louder. She was really close.



The clouds surrounded them now. Lightning flashed in alarming proximity, lighting up an enormous maelstrom. The many booms of thunder were nearly deafening. Twilight flapped her wings harder.



“Twilight, you can still turn back,” a new voice, soft and motherly, said. “This isn’t a cure.”



Twilight’s heart fell. The weight redoubled. Tears welled in her eyes.



Listen not to her lies.



Twilight angled her wings and dived. She held her head stiffly. She did not want to turn around. She could not face her. A tear fell and soaked into the coat of her neck. The maelstrom loomed.



“I’m sorry, Celestia.”



Twilight’s outstretched paw and claw broke the water surface. Her long serpentine body sank, sucked in by the currents. She would be with Him soon, down in the depths, where He slumbers.



Embrace Chaos.
      

      
   
      The Dragon's Riddle


      

      
      
         Long, long ago, before the time of the Three Tribes, the dragons ruled the world. The earth trembled at their passing, the oceans pooled in their claw-steps, and the heavens receded before their flames. The creatures of the plains and the forests and the mountains trembled in shadows, and foraged for scraps among what the littlest of the great beasts left behind.



Then, one day, the dragons fought a war. The skies darkened with smoke, and great claws split the mountains. Finally, the battle-cries fell silent. The mightiest of them, Ragnarok, landed in the center of the barren, blackened desert where once had been their greatest city; lifted his greviously wounded head; and roared, in a voice that echoed around the world:



"Finished is the Age Of Dragons! Let the one who can answer my riddle rule the next."



Not long afterward, the queen of the gryphons touched down to stand proudly in front of Ragnarok's muzzle. "I am the fastest of the creatures," Pierces-The-Heart cawed, "and thus will be the one to rule. Speak your riddle, Dragon King, that I may answer it."



Ragnarok stirred, uncoiled, and whispered, with the voice at the end of all things:



I am just in time, and just for today.

I am just finished, and I am just begun.

I am just over the horizon, and I am just within reach. 

What am I?



Pierces-The-Heart thought quickly, then said, "You are a breath of air, one of many and devoid of individual meaning, yet ever-necessary. You are with us wherever we fly, and for as long as we live."



Ragnarok fixed a baleful eye upon her. "If you seek to breathe me in, bird, breathe deep!" he roared, and exhaled a blast of flame. When he was done, the ground where she had stood shone in the night and flowed like water.



The next day, as soon as the earth had cooled back into rock, the king of the minotaurs strode proudly up to Ragnarok's muzzle. "I am the strongest of the creatures," Stands-The-Mountain bellowed, "and the first to brave your heat; and thus will be the one to rule. Speak your riddle, Dragon King, that I may answer it."



Ragnarok repeated his riddle.



Stands-The-Mountain snorted in laughter. "What are you? You are a dragon. Where's my prize?"



Ragnarok fixed a baleful eye upon the minotaur. "You speak truth without understanding, cow. Do not waste my time!" he roared, and struck with his claw. When he was done, the ground where the minotaur had stood was scarred with chasms deep beyond sight.



The next day, the king of the diamond-dogs climbed from one of those chasms to the surface near Ragnarok's muzzle. "I am the wiliest of the creatures," Finds-The-Gem said, "and though I lack strength and speed, I shall be the one to rule. Speak your riddle, Dragon King, that I may answer it."



Ragnarok snorted, and repeated his riddle.



Finds-The-Gem smirked and gave Ragnarok an exaggerated bow. "Your Majesty, you are the weather. Ever-present yet ever-changing. Eternal yet transient."



Ragnarok fixed a baleful eye upon the burrower. "If you label me the weather, dog, act not surprised when I am fickle!" he roared, and inhaled a mighty breath. When he was done, the canine—and all the land around him—had vanished into his cavernous maw and down his gullet.



A year and a day later, one of the ponies of the northern herds approached Ragnarok, her head bowed in respectful silence.



Finally, the mighty dragon opened one eye and stared. The pony, Eats-The-Grass, cleared her throat uncomfortably. "Great King," she said, "I beg your aid. With no ruler, the land slowly dies."



"Then answer my riddle," Ragnarok rumbled, "or die with it."



Eats-The-Grass closed her eyes for some time. "You are mercy," she said quietly. "All creatures make mistakes. No matter when or where a judgment is rendered, in order to truly be just, one must always forgive."



A long, slow laugh came from the great dragon's throat. 



"The others have named me as I am, pony, but you are the first to name me as the world needs me," he said, carefully lifting one claw and tracing the first Mark upon her flank. "Carry my gifts back to your tribe, and rule the world as we ought to have ruled."



The ponies would go on to do just that, but those are tales for another day.
      

      
   
      Community Announcements


      

      
      
         Good evening, Hollow Shades.



It’s that time of year again! Nightmare Night looms just over the horizon. Or at least, it would, if we could see the sky beyond the thick cover of forest that blankets our small village in seemingly endless darkness. It would be nice to know what a horizon looks like someday, wouldn’t it?



To help you all prepare for the festivities ahead, we have some helpful tips and special announcements to make this a safe and enjoyable celebration for all.








Last year, Princess Luna graced our neighbors who live just beyond the forest in Ponyville with a royal visit. We can now confirm with total certainty that Nightmare Moon has been defeated and will not, as many once believed, eat young foals on Nightmare Night. 



Unfortunately, this means we do not know what it was that ate those children last year. Please, if any citizens know any information about this mysterious phantom, do not contact Hollow Shades authorities. Do not speak its name aloud at all. It could hear you.








There are several additions to the list of forbidden costumes this year. They are as follows: scarecrows, dentists, any insect with more than six legs, and pop music icon Sapphire Shores. A complete list can be found crudely carved into the ancient oaken doors of Town Hall. Hollow Shades City Council urges parents to not, under any circumstances, allow their foals to dress as these things, or else the consequences could be disastrous.








As many of you have heard, last week the lone survivor of last Nightmare Night’s horrific apple-bobbing incident, little Azure Comet, reappeared in the town square late at night, wandering in a daze with no memory of what happened to the others. We are pleased to report that he is completely unharmed.



Though Azure Comet was a unicorn on the night of his disappearance, nearly one year ago, he seems to have become a pegasus now. Also, the pupils of his eyes are now milky white, he never blinks, and every so often he enters an unbreakable trance and utters vague and terrible prophecies in a rasping voice two octaves lower than his own. But, other than those few things, he is completely unharmed.








The Hollow Shades train station will be closed one week before Nightmare Night, and will not reopen until one week after the celebration has ended. During this period, absolutely nopony is permitted to leave or enter the town. Remember the faces of your neighbors. Remember what they look like.



Remember them.








We hope everypony here in Hollow Shades has a safe and happy Nightmare Night. Remember, this holiday is merely a minor trial as we prepare for the true horrors that await us on Hearts and Hooves Day.



Good night, Hollow Shades. And, if I don’t see you next month…



Goodbye.
      

      
   
      On the Trail We Blaze


      

      
      
         "This is getting utterly absurd," complained Twilight as she squeezed through a particularly thorny patch of vines that tugged at her mane and tail. Fighting them off like the brave hero she was, Twilight got tangled on a rather large thorn and stomped her hooves angrily. "These freaking thorns are seriously getting on my nerves! Gah!" She kicked the bejeezus out of the poor vine until it was crumpled and limp. Once she’d shirked it off, she asked, "Are we even close to being there yet?"



Wielding a dulled machete in her magic (since Twilight wouldn't let her sharpen it), Trixie puffed out her chest triumphantly as she cut down the last swath of vegetation before her, revealing a vast canyon overlooked by ominous cliffs.  "Why yes, Twilight, yes in fact we are here.” She then added, under her breath, “No thanks to your incessant whining."



Twilight rolled her eyes. "Whatever, let's just get this thing and be done with it. Who the heck hides their family fortune in a secret hollowed-out volcano lair anyway? And why in Celestia's name is it way the crap out here?" Shoving aside a nosey squirrel and stepping over some more vines, Twilight said, “What, you guys couldn’t find a hollowed-out volcano a little closer to… well, anywhere?”



"Tsk tsk," said Trixie, clicking her tongue. "Those are questions best left for another time. For right now, let's simply enjoy the moment. And for the record, no. This was the nearest volcano. Turns out they’re not as common as you might think.” 



"Screw that," said Twilight, finally escaping the vines and heaving herself up onto the rock Trixie was standing on. "I just want to be done with—what the?" Her eyebrows furrowed as she looked out over the canyon with not a volcano in sight. "I thought you said we were here?"



"We are.” 



"Then where's the volcano?"



"Over there." Trixie pointed to the tiniest sliver of a mountain peak poking above the treeline in the distance. "Just past the horizon."



Twilight rounded on Trixie, her eyes going wide. "You said we were here!"



"We are here, but the volcano is there.” Trixie cocked her head to the side in confusion. “I didn't say we were there, did I?"



"Well, then where's here!?" asked Twilight as she threw her hooves into the air.



"Here is how we get to there,” said Twilight, motioning walking from one point to another with her hoof. She looked at Twilight. “Do you understand, or should I explain it slower?”



"Oh, for the love of—I'm going home. This is stupid." Twilight turned around and started walking back into the jungle she'd just left, leaving Trixie standing alone on the rock.



"Aww," said Trixie, hiding her chuckle, "don't be like that. We've only got another three days to go."



“Ughhhhh…” 



Trixie covered her mouth as she laughed quietly. “Don’t worry. She’ll be back,” she said to no one in particular. “She always comes back.” 
      

      
   
      Somewhere Beyond Us


      

      
      
         	Something woke Rainbow Dash from her slumber one night.



	Annoyed, she shifted her position on the cloud. It couldn't have been the moonlight; because of the full moon that night, she had dragged her cloud down so that the layer of clouds above blocked the light.



	Dash soon picked up a strange, muffled sound from the ground below. She shifted her position on the cloud so that her ears were pressed against the fluffy surface, blocking out most of the sound. With that settled, she let her mind drift.



	After a minute or two Rainbow Dash realized the sound was growing louder. Annoyed, she rolled her eyes and sat up, prepared to beat the snot out of whatever was disturbing her from her peace.



	But it was Scootaloo, sobbing into a pillow.



	Rainbow Dash was unsure of what to do. Scootaloo was normally a stoic young filly, keeping her emotions concealed behind a mask of tomcoltishness, just like Dash herself.



	Do I give her a wing? Do I just pat her on the back and send her home?	



	Something occurred to Rainbow just then.



	Does Scootaloo even have a place to go home to?



	Deciding to take the initiative, Rainbow Dash touched down and trotted over to her young friend, sitting down carefully beside her.

	

	Scootaloo’s head snapped up, obviously startled. “R-rainbow Dash?” she cried, eyes widened and already starting to scuttle away. “No, no, no! Sh-she can’t see me like this!” she mumbled.

	

	Under any other circumstances Rainbow would have laughed. But this is serious, she told herself, biting her lip. C’mon, Dash, say something!



	Scootaloo was backing up the way she had come, as if she had been caught being naughty and was trying to evade punishment.

	

	“Hey, Scoots,” Rainbow said. “I, uh, heard something.”

	

	Great start, she thought. You’re so great with talking, Dash.



	She forced herself to keep talking in hopes of filling up the hole she had already begun digging herself, and bringing Scootaloo back. “Hey, you can cry in front of me, it’s okay.”

	

	Scootaloo continued to inch backwards, almost cautiously now.



	“Let’s talk about this, ‘kay?” ventured Rainbow Dash. “Why’re you crying?”



	One on hoof, Rainbow Dash just wanted to go back to sleep. If this was how her biggest fan was going to react to her trying to help, she was done with it. But she also wanted to keep trying to coax Scootaloo back. After all, what was loyalty if not selflessness?



	Scootaloo had stopped moving, sitting there with tears coursing down her face and her pillow on the ground in front of her.



	There was nothing else for Rainbow to do but catch up with her friend, which was something she did best. Before the filly could react she raced forward and scooped the filly up on her back. Within seconds they were sitting on the same cloud Rainbow had been roused from minutes ago.



	Stunned, Scootaloo looked up into the face of Rainbow Dash and then did the thing she had told herself not to do.



	As Scootaloo cried into her hero’s shoulder, she began to speak. Rainbow made out, “Parents… I… miss them…”



	“You miss your parents?” Rainbow asked, confused. Before now, she had never been swayed from her belief that Scootaloo had a family to go home to every day. “Where are they?”



	Evidently, that was the wrong question. It was a long time before Scootaloo regained speech, and by then, her tears were gone. “Rainbow Dash… are my parents are gone forever?”



	Rainbow cringed. “Where are they?” she repeated softly, prepared for the worst.



	This time Scootaloo kept her composure. “They’re…” Rainbow knew she was trying to avoid the word “dead”.



	The two sat in silence for a moment. Rainbow tried to think up something wise to say, to comfort Scootaloo.



	“Y’know, Scoots,” she began, “when you… stop living, you’re not gone forever.”



	Scootaloo looked up again; Rainbow took that as a signal to keep talking. “I think… when you stop living, you go somewhere else. Somewhere beyond us, just over the horizon.”



	Scootaloo appeared puzzled now. “How do you know?”



	Rainbow Dash smiled. “How do I know?” she repeated. “Because sometimes, my parents smile down on me. I can feel it, in here.” She pounded on her heart. Scootaloo returned her smile.



	“And sometimes, Scoots,” Rainbow continued, “I bet you can feel your parents smiling on you too.”



	She tried to keep talking, but nothing came out. Nothing more needed to be said.
      

      
   
      Just Over the Horizon


      

      
      
         "Angel Bunny?" He hears the back door rattle and watches it swing open. The first rays of dawn scatter from its little window across his eyes and make him squint. "Breakfast time!"



No. Just hop away. It'd be the best thing for her. He knows that. It'd be the best thing for him. It'd be the best thing for everypony.



"Angel?" She sticks her head out, and her nose wrinkles with that darling smile. "Are you being a naughty bunny? Are we going to have that kind of day today?"



Don't look at her, at that smooth yellow hide, that pink mane soft as dandelion down! Look past her! East to the rising sun! To the big wide world! To the life waiting just over the horizon!



"Angel?" The word wavers a little this time. She takes a step out the back door, but she'll never look up into the branches of the oak beside the cottage. He knows that. Rabbits don't climb trees, after all.



They do have longings, though, rabbits do, longings they can seldom capture in thoughts or images and certainly can't express. And that makes them surly and cross even to those who don't deserve it, those who deserve nothing but the finest, gentlest, sweetest—



"Angel?" She's completely outside now, the sunlight dancing over her and plumbing the depths of those wide turquoise eyes.



Don't look at her! Dig into the bark! Make an anchor against her rising tide, slow and relentless and cool and refreshing—



Stifling! Unnatural! An iron chain attached to jaws of steel, jagged, sharp, and clamped so tightly, the only possible solution is to gnaw that leg off! Throw it away, throw it all away! The soul stagnates without freedom's breeze stirring the dust, scouring the rust, chipping at the crust! The horizon beckons, and its call—



"Angel!" Her urgency as always smacks his ears and sparks insidious memories: a damp washcloth draped over his fever-wracked brow; special trips into town to satisfy his most whimsical cravings; gifts both perfect and wildly inappropriate presented with her usual innate warmth and love.



And his response? Kicks to her head, to her hoofs, to her heart...



How can he stay? How can he continue being his own creature if she wants him to be hers? How can anything be right if he's near her or she's near him?



"Angel!" Birds flock around her now, most of them looking for breakfast but some also chirpily asking what the hubbub's about. "Angel Bunny! Have any of you seen him? I've been calling and calling, but he hasn't come in yet!"



Wanting so much not to look at her, wanting so much not to care, wanting so much for her not to look and not to care, he loosens his claws, lets himself fall, air rushing through his whiskers, and closes his eyes to the horizon being swallowed by the peonies blooming in her garden.



"Angel!" With the air suddenly swirling, familiar hooves catch him and gather him to a warm and trembling chest. "What in Equestria were you doing up there, silly? Bunnies don't climb trees!"



He clings to her, face buried in her delicate clover honey scent. The kicking will come later. He knows that. His little paws will flail against her overwhelming kindliness, and the weight of her expectations will bludgeon him into submission.



And tomorrow? Maybe he'll find the strength to heed the horizon's call. Maybe he'll finally be able to give her the only gift he has to give: the joyous misery of true freedom.



Yes. Maybe tomorrow.
      

      
   
      Chasing Your Own Tail


      

      
      
         "Hey Sonata, can I join you?"



The blue-skinned girl looked up up at Sunset, narrowing her eyes menacingly. An effect that was only slightly spoiled by the pizza in her mouth and on her face and shirt.



"Why?"



Sunset grimaced slightly.



"Well, I'm actually keeping tabs on you. After what happened at the Battle of the Bands, Adagio and Aria pretty much vanished, but you've kept coming to class. Even if at lunch you go sit outside and eat by yourself. What are you doing?"



Sonata sighed heavily, then she threw the greasy paper the pizza was wrapped in at a wastebasket, missed, and looked forlornly at it.



"I...I don't know."



Sunset crossed her arms and straightened her back a bit.



"What do you mean you don't know? Didn't you have any plan for what to do if you didn't manage to steal Equestrian magic?"



"No," said Sonata, "Adagio was in charge of plans. I'm too stupid for that. All I can think of doing is brainwashing people, stealing some magic, and invading the world! But that didn't work, and I don't have my gem anymore, and if I try it again I'll get hurt!" she whined. 



Sunset rolled her eyes and sat down next to the other girl.



"Believe it or not, I understand where you're coming from."



"How? What you did was completely different! You tried to brainwash the students here, then cross to Equestria so you could invade the oh right, it's actually a lot like what we tried to do."



Be patient, you were like her too, even if she's dimmer than a light bulb someone tried to set on fire thought Sunset.



"Look, think about it this way: what is it you wanted to do after you'd gotten all that power? Then maybe you can figure out a way to do it without hurting other people."



Sonata's expression was that of a fish who'd just been asked to solve a quadratic equation in class. While naked.



"But why would I not want to hurt other people?"



Sunset's self control was one of her virtues. As part of her studies, she'd honed it over the years: she could stay focused for hours, withstand the greatest privations without making a peep. She'd even managed to go through a whole session of day court without screaming at the petitioners. Thus, she managed to reply with civility.



"Because otherwise those other people will get angry. And if they get angry, they'll stop you, like we did."



"Oh. But, it's like, a Siren thing? I don't know if I can really explain it. Jeez, 'Dagie would explain it sooo much better, but, like...we're supposed to always be the best? Sirens are supposed to rule over everything, and so we always have to become stronger. Adagio used to go on and on about it."



"I don't really understand how that ended up in us eating sailors. They always gave me gas, too. Phooey."



Sunset's face turned a rather fetching shade of green, and she scooted away.



"Okay .Okay.  Also, Dusk? TMI. And, look, do you really feel the need to keep chasing an abstract ideal to its bitter end? Aren't you happier here, where you don't have to fight all the time, and where you can just enjoy life? You don't have to keep trying and trying to achieve something impossible, you can just live your life!"



Sonata thought about it for a second.



"Hey, you're right! The food is much better here, and I can go eat hamburgers, and hot-dogs, and chili, and quesadillas, and burritos! I don't need to be sad just because I'm not doing something stupid other people tell me I have to do!"



Sunset smiled at the ditz, who kept rambling about the food she was going to eat.



"What, no tacos?"



Sonata looked back at her and stuck out her tongue at her.



"Oh, please, they're sooo last week! Everyone knows Tortilla Thursdays are where it's at!"








"Also, what's an ideal?"
      

      
   
      And I'm a Horizon


      

      
      
         Just Over the Horizon smiled. He loved doing these video shoots. More advertising meant more exposure meant more creatures would become Horizons like him.



"Hello, my name is Just Over, and I'm a Horizon. That's right, I'm that line at the edge of your world where the earth and sky meet. It's an important job, and I'd like to tell you a bit about it and myself.



"I was born fourteen years ago to two wonderful parents, Beyond the and A Cloud on the. I have a little brother named On the, and a big sister named Wanda. I also have a pet fish I named after my big sister.



"A common misconception is that none of us are actually horizons. Ponies think that we're beyond it, or above it, or what ever, but that's not true. We all are Horizons; we just take on punny names. It's a family tradition or something. Every time I ask my about it, he just says something to the effect of 'I'll tell you when you're older, son.' But I'm getting off topic.



"Horizons have a very important job, as I'm sure you can imagine. We have to secure the boundary between the earth and sky, and make sure neither one tries to bleed into the other. It's a tough job, but I'm looking forward to it.



"We work closely with the royal alicorn, Princess Celestia. She used to have a sister, but unfortunately, we haven't spotted her in around six hundred years. When ever somehorizon asks Celestia, she just sighs and tells us her sister is trapped 'far beyond the horizon.' Well, that's during the day. If you ask her at night, the answer she gives is 'she's high above the horizon.' Sheesh, that lady's always so cryptic.



"Anyway as I was saying, we work closely with Celestia. We rotate who is going to sit out on the edge of the visible world that day. There's a pool of about fifty, maybe sixty of us. Actually, probably more like sixty five—I haven't counted recently. We take turns sitting out there, because it's a tough and monotonous job, and it can hurt a bit when Celestia's big ball o' burning gas rips through our midsection. The moon mostly just tickles.



"I myself am proud to have been the official horizon twenty-two times. I'm just starting off, so I don't do it very often. I have the rest of my life ahead of me, and I don't want to wear myself out to early like Broaden the did. My little bro hasn't even started horizonating yet. He will soon though.



"So yeah, it's a cool job to do, being the farthest thing ponies can see and all that. It can get a little lonely sometimes, since most ponies never reach us. I really hope [url=http:// http://www.fimfiction.net/story/25966/austraeoh] Rainbow Dash does though. That'd be pretty cool. [/url].



"I guess that's all I really have to say about myself. I'm Just Over, and I'm a Horizon."







Just Around turned off the TV. "Ugh, these commercials are getting to me. I think I need to sleep." So the river bend brushed her teeth and put on some pajamas, and drifted into sweet reverie beneath the soft warm covers of her riverbed.
      

      
   
      Rebus


      

      
      
         Just/The Horizon



 Why are you reading this? It's invisible. I mean, I know knowledge of the fact that there is more text here will spread pretty quickly, in part because you know the story has to be at least 400 words long, and you all are going to discuss it in the Writeoff thread on FimFiction. So, since you, dear reader, probably have found this, let me use it to tell a story.



 Once upon a time there was a princess and the princess like plumbs. Not plums, the fruits. Plumbs. She was fascinated, absolutely fascinated by vertical strings. She also liked flying kites. So I guess she liked string in general. But one day the string that was holding up her swing snapped, and she fell and bonked her head and died. But this was not the end for our heroine. No. Thanks to her heroin addiction, the mafia came over to her castle to collect the money she owed them. But they found her dead with a bump on her head. This saddened them greatly. It also rhymed. They all cried over her dead body lying in the dirt under the swing set with the broken swing, and they cried quite a lot. Their tears mixed with the dirt and became mud. Because this is a fairy tale or something and I can deus ex machina all I want, it turns out that the dirt had magical healing powers, but because of the severe drought the area was currently going through, the castle grounds staff only watered the lawn near the dirt beneath the swing set at night, and honestly, how often do you wander around playgrounds at two in the morning? That's hella creepy. So no one had ever realized that this dirt had healing powers and that water was the activating chemical. That might be the reagent or something, I don't know; it's been a long time since I stumbled through chemistry. So any way, the dirt turns into mud, and it starts to sparkle and stuff, and the mob is really freaked out. Like, really. They start running around while screaming like little girls, which is appropriate because they actually are all eight to eleven. The mafia's been recruiting lately. You got to start them off young, am I right? So the Princess, whose name is Horizon, by the way, sees all these girls hovering over her, amazed. They weren't hovering over anyone else, just over the Horizon. And she sits up, amazed to be alive again, all thanks to this magical mud. She stands up, surrounded by school girls she owes money to, and walks to the front entrance of her castle, opens the door, gets on the floor, and everybody walks the dinosaur.
      

      
   
      A Tale of Caution


      

      
      
         Long ago, before Equestria or Princesses, the world was not so kind to ponies, though it sometimes isn’t even now. In a small village of earth ponies, far to the edge of where ponies dared to settle, there lived two brothers: Chaff and Straw. Their father, Levain, ran a granary for the village, providing it with food and a means to trade for their other needs. His recipe was known far and wide, so it attracted more than enough customers, but it required a special ingredient in order to perfect it.



Every month, Chaff and Straw would travel from their village off to the mountains in the west, to a hut where an old stallion, named Barley, lived in seclusion. Barley and Levain had been friends in their youth, and while Barley enjoyed his solitude now, he was more than happy to lend his friend the crop he loved to tend and perfect as he grew older. The brothers had walked the same path for over a year, but they still relied on the map their father gave them to guide them.



Of the two of them, Chaff was much more studious and strict than his brother, who had been spending less and less time at the granary in order to pursue his artistic talents. As such, Straw often stopped his brother on their trips, to draw the flowers or animals of the mountainous forests, much to his brother’s ire. On this trip, however, two days into their week-long journey, a heavy storm rolled in.



In the brothers’ haste to find shelter from the storm, they lost their path and their father’s map. Chaff blamed Straw, saying that without his distractions, they would be much closer to Barley’s cottage, but Straw noted that they should remember the path by now, even if they had strayed from it. Neither brother wanted to suggest heading back to their village, for fear that it would make their father angry, and leave him without supplies he needed to work for many more days. So, they continued along.



The path was long, going up and down through three valleys, in order to reach the final ascent to Barley’s hut in a large clearing. Straw remembered it clearly, because while his brother Chaff was buried in the map, his eyes were always on the final rise, and the light smoke rising from his cottage. When the storm came, they were in the first valley, and so they followed the path of the sun towards the west.



As they descended into the second valley, both were sure they were headed in the right way, and so they continued up towards the third valley. However, as they made their way down, Straw became unsure of their path. Perhaps it could have been how the sun changed its path with each day, or the storm leaving them confused, but the look of the smoke as they made their ascent worried him. Rather than the calm, welcoming shade it usually had, it seemed dark and cloudy. He tried to warn his brother, asking him to wait, but he was still bitter about the loss of the map and continued up.



Straw stopped, scanning around the edge of the valley before spotting the familiar billow of smoke far to the north. He called out to his brother, but he was too far away. As he raced after him, shouting out, he heard a roar and a scream, before watching a curtain of fire rise up over the edge of the forest, singing a few trees in its wake. Straw quickly ran away, back into the valley and towards Barley’s cottage.



Patience and caution are great tools in a world of danger waiting just out of sight, but so is the comfort of friends and family. 
      

      
   
      From On High


      

      
      
         There were a lot of little things Dash that liked about flying really high: the wispy wild clouds, the feeling of accomplishment in simply making it up there, the sense of just how screwed she'd be were it not for her pegasus magic. She was aware of the cold and such, but there was something like a constant chant of "This is how awesome you are" in the back of her head, telling her she was safe.



The best part by far was the view. Maybe it was the thin air, but being up here made her feel... well, she wanted to call it "sappy," but it was more poetic than anything. Beneath her was Equestria, a patchwork of dull, boring, and green. But the sky spread all around her, a bowl of blue echoed on her coat, promising infinity to those who sought it.



Yeah, it was definitely the thin air. And maybe too many Daring Do books, ridiculous as that seemed. Still, the panorama called to her. There was so much to see out there. So much to explore, so much to do, so many who didn't yet know just how awesome she was. The winds blew at her, tugging her towards an unknown destiny.



And she could let them. She could glide for miles from up here, go across the country with hardly a flap. She could just about make out some pegasus cities. The smudge almost directly beneath her was Cloudsdale. To the west were Las Pegasus and, much closer to her level, Denvertigo, the Five-Mile High City. To the east, where the winds pushed her, she couldn't see anything, but she knew that way led to the Griffish empire.



Maybe she'd find Gilda. Maybe she'd find a special somepony. Maybe she'd find something she couldn't even imagine. She couldn't see what would come any more than she could see over the lip of the sky. But she could go and find out.
Applejack bucked a tree and looked to the pegasus resting in another. "You know, RD, sometimes I wonder. What's it like up there?"



Dash waved a hoof at her. "C'mon, AJ. You've been up in Cloudsdale."



"Yeah, but I bet you've gone a lot higher." Applejack started putting baskets in place for the next tree. What's it like when there ain't nopony but you and the big blue?"



Rainbow Dash shrugged and laid back. "Eh, it's nothing special. You guys are all way cooler."
      

      
   
      Escape Plan


      

      
      
         Arkon shivered, his fur and feathers not enough to fight the bitter cold of the endless winter. He pulled another rock aside, digging a slightly deeper crevice to squeeze into for the night. The work was hard, and frustratingly difficult in the dark of night. But even the most meager shelter was better than none out here in the badlands between the old Empire and the remains of Equestria.



The war, while nominally still on, had really been fought and lost before he was even born. He'd been told the stories though. It'd started with a red star, a small sun that grew brighter every day, until finally its avatar, Nemesis, had appeared in alicorn form in Equestria. He'd fought the ponies there, defeating even their mighty Queen Celestia, but not before she could hurl the sun into his own source of power. The resulting stellar conflagration had consumed all life on half the planet, scorching it beyond recognition, while leaving the other half in bitter cold. For almost ten years, no creature did anything more than scrape the dirt for food.



Then the wars began. Arkon's own people, the griffons, relatively unscathed in their aeries to the north, saw a weakened Equestria as an opportunity, and attacked. Bereft of their kind and friendly leaders, ponykind itself had become vicious as well however, and hoof, claw, wing, and talon met time and again in bloodied battle. Eventually, the ponies won, laying waste to huge swaths of border territory between the kingdoms, their newly developed weapons mimicking the god-like battle of stars a decade prior.



But that'd been his grand-dam's era. Arkon himself grew up in an impoverished griffon "Empire" that could barely feed its own people, much less wage a proper war. Their leaders said the empire would rebuild, grow strong again and flourish, but Arkon knew in his heart those were lies. He could see the signs all around. And it wasn't just the Empire, but the world itself that was dying. The leaders refuted all such claims, of course, but... he'd seen seventy-one seasons in his life, yet the mythical "blue" of the sky was something he'd glimpsed only once. So he went west.



West, toward the border with Equestria. The wastelands between the old powers were vast, and inhabited only by the most vile and monstrous of creatures to be sure. Yet Arkon knew that was the only hope he had to survive. He knew the world was dying, and the ponies knew it too. He knew they knew because he could see their rocket launches every few nights, flying off to better worlds in the great sky beyond the sky.



So he'd journeyed into the wastes, fighting his way through heat and dirt, starvation and sand. He often felt like he might lose hope, when the only water smelled of rotten flesh, or the only food literally was rotten flesh. Then there were the freezing cold nights, where no amount of fluffed feathers and coat would keep a griffon warm. But then he'd see that glow on the horizon, just beyond his ability to judge the distance. The massive pillar of flame, of fire, and of power that showed ponies leaving this broken world and heading for something better.



The griffon leaders said the ponies were simply moving more weapons to orbit, to ensure territory for themselves. Yet rumors among the younger griffons told of escape, of mercy, of how a poor and starving griffon could, were he bold enough, cross into the great land of Equestria, beg for help, and find a chance at survival.



So Arkon moved on, slinking through a world even his noble ancestors from a thousand years prior would have called primitive, yet beckoned onward by semi-nightly pillars of fusion-powered hope they could never have imagined. There, just over that next ridge, just beyond that one last salt flat, just over this hill, or maybe just over the next—was the greatest thing a griffon could pray for in this ruined world: an escape plan.
      

      
   