
      Fluttershy and the Perilous Pegasus Peak


      

      
      
         PART 1: A Princess and a Market Place



Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria...



Far below the shining Crystal Mountains in the snowy north, past the majestic and brilliant Canterlot City--where the great and wise Princess ruled--over forest, river and dale, lay nestled the small town of Ponyville.  It was a quiet little village; quite different from the towering Manehattan City far away on the east coast, or the ever-lively Las Pegasus to the south-west.  Both of these places were next to the sparkling seas.  But Ponyville sat right in the middle of lush green country, at the heart of Equestria, where all the different kinds of ponies lived. 



There were unicorns, who wielded spectacular magic with their horns; pegasi that soared through the deep blue sky with amazing speed, laughing and playing on the fluffy clouds; and powerful, strong -willed earth ponies, who farmed the lands.



Ponyville was home to all three types of ponies, and each one lived in harmony with the other, baking treats, selling flowers and planting gardens, making beautiful dresses, and all other manner of fun things you can imagine.



Now, it came to happen about this time that a little pegasus filly by the name of Fluttershy moved to Ponyville.  She had lovely pale yellow fur, and a pink tale and mane, which draped lightly over one side of her face.  She bore a cutie mark of three little butterflies, signifying that her special talent was to care for animals.  



Fluttershy had come all the way from the sprawling city of Cloudsdale, that sat high up in the blue expanse above.  Only pegasi could live in Cloudsdale, for it was a metropolis built not of stone, brick or wood, but of clouds.  This meant earth ponies and unicorns would fall right through.  Yet Fluttershy, unlike most pegasi, preferred to stay on the ground, and so she moved to Ponyville.



The yellow pegasus had no trouble in finding a nice little cottage in town to live in.  It was built from a sturdy oak wood, with four windows and a stone chimney sticking out the top.  A tiny dirt path led up to the light green door, flanked on both sides by all kinds of beautiful and wonderfully scented flowers.  There were pink roses and blue orchids and vibrant violets and daisies and tulips.  It was quite impossible to walk up to Fluttershy's home and not be enveloped in a cushion of the most lovely smells and lively colors.



So far, Fluttershy had dwelt in Ponyville for a whole week, and as the flaming golden sun rose on a brand new summer day, the pegasus awoke with a petite yawn.  She sat up in bed, stretching out her yellow wings, and giving them a quick flutter.



"Oh my," Fluttershy said, spying the rays of sunlight streaming in through her window, "morning already?  It feels like only moments ago that I laid down to sleep!"



Daintily she slid out from her covers, and stood.  The filly gave her legs a nice stretch, and then was sure to make her bed before going to find herself some breakfast.  



"Hm, I think I'll have a lovely daisy and cucumber sandwich," she said to herself, as she trotted outside.  Fluttershy carefully picked three daisies from all her many flowers, and brought them back to her kitchen.  But when she looked for some bread and cucumbers, she did not find any.



"Oh no, I'm all out!" she said, and her pink maned head drooped in disappointment. "Now I'll have to go to the market place."



Fluttershy shivered.  She didn't like going to big, crowded areas of town, for she was the most timid of ponies, and very fearful.  Why, a few times she had even been scared by her own shadow.  Being a young filly, most of the ponies she saw were bigger than she was, often making them look intimidating.  Not to mention the Ponyville market place was always full to the brim with ponies bargaining and doing business, making lots of noise.  It was much too loud for the quiet pegasus, and all in all a very scary affair for timid little Fluttershy.  



"Well, maybe I can go tomorrow," she said hopefully.  Suddenly her stomach growled in hunger.  "Or not."



Walking to the corner of her kitchen, Fluttershy grabbed a straw basket in her mouth, put on a brave face, and stepped outside to face the market place.



Just then, a young, blue pony with a messy rainbow colored mane poked her head over the edge of a small cloud house, up above the cottage.  It was Fluttershy's good pegasus friend Rainbow Dash.  Ever loyal, the fearless Dash had come to live in Ponyville with her shy, yellow friend.  She too had a cutie mark; an image of a rainbow colored lightning bolt.



"Hey ya Fluttershy!  Whatcha up to?" the blue and rainbow filly called down to her friend.



Caught off her guard, Fluttershy squealed in fright, dropping her straw basket and diving into the flowers for cover.



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes and smiled playfully.  With an energetic hop, she fluttered down to the patch of flowers, which trembled with her hidden friend's nervous shaking.



"Aw come on Fluttershy, it's just me.  I know you're not afraid of your awesome friend Rainbow Dash!"



The flowers stopped quivering, and a pink maned head popped out.  



"Oh!  It's just you, Rainbow--you startled me!"



The blue pegasus chuckled, and used her head to nudge the basket toward her friend, who stepped out shyly from the flowers.



"That's ok," Rainbow said, "I was just wondering where you were going, and without me, even!"



"Oh," said Fluttershy cheerfully, "well, um, I ran of out bread and cucumbers.  So I was going to the market to buy some, so I could have breakfast."  Fluttershy tried to put on a brave smile at the idea of going to the market place.



"Oh, a mission for some good ol' grub eh?"  Rainbow grinned widely, crouching low and fluttering her wings.  Suddenly, she shot into the air, and twirled around above Fluttershy, doing loop-de-loops with ease.  Fluttershy smiled at her friend's antics.



"You know, I could go for some breakfast, too.  Gotta keep up my strength if I want to be the best flyer in Equestria!  I'll go with you."



Fluttershy liked the idea of not going to the market alone.  But ever kind, she said, "Oh, um, that's ok Rainbow.  You don't have to go with me, if, um, you don't want to." 



"Hey now," the blue pegasus said, as she fluttered in front of her polite friend.  "It's me, remember?  What kind of friend would I be if I let you go alone?  Besides, the market is crowded, and I know it scares you."



Fluttershy's cheeks flushed with embarrassment.  



"Oh...well, I'm not that scared.  Just, um, a tiny bit."



Rainbow Dash landed on the ground, and smiled knowingly.  



"Come on, Fluttershy, we're going together.  Ok?"



"Um...ok," Fluttershy agreed, happy she had such a loyal and confident friend.



"Great!" cried Rainbow, once again flying into the air.  "Let's go!"



Fluttershy picked up her basket, and began to walk down the street.



"Uh, Fluttershy?" Rainbow called from up above.



"Yesh?" the yellow filly said through the basket in her mouth.



"Why don't you fly to the market?"



The young pegasus dropped the basket with a little squeak of fright. 



"Oh, well...walking is just so much nicer!"



Rainbow laughed.  "That was a good one!  Now come on, you know it'll be faster."



"Um...no thank you," her friend said fearfully.  The truth was, Fluttershy was a pegasus who didn't like to fly!  Her friend knew this, and took every opportunity to try to get her to fly more.



"Come on, your wings could use the stretch!  You'll enjoy it--I promise!"



"Oh dear," said Fluttershy, as she began to tremble. "Um, I really would prefer to walk, if, um, you don't mind."



Rainbow sighed--her friend was just so scared!



"If that's what you want," she said.



Together the two friends made their way through the colorful streets of Ponyville, which were filling with ponies getting ready to start their day.  Pretty flowers grew in every yard, hedge and window sill, and birds twittered away joyfully in the many baths set out for them.  



The pair of pegasi soon came to a wide open square, full of all kinds of open shops and venders.  They sold all sorts of goods, from fruits and vegetables, to pies, cakes and yummy looking tarts, tasty juices, flowers, jewelry, dresses and stylish hats.  



Already the market was quite noisy with ponies buying and selling.  A delicious mix of warm smells reached their noses, causing their stomachs to growl in hunger.  Rainbow Dash took a deep whiff of the wonderful smells, but Fluttershy shrank back at the sights and sounds of the busy square.  



“Oh my,” she said fearfully, looking about.  But Rainbow smiled bravely.



“Come on, Fluttershy, it’ll be fine—I promise!  Just think of all the delicious treats you could get!”



“I don’t know…” the timid pegasus replied.  Just then Rainbow spotted a brown earth pony selling cucumbers.



“Look, there’s a fellow who has just what you need.  Let’s go.” 



She got behind her nervous friend and pushed, but Fluttershy dug her hooves into the ground in fright.  Rainbow Dash pushed harder, and suddenly her friend shot forward, landing right in front of the earth pony.



“Why good morning, miss!” he said in a deep, burly voice.  “How may I be of service?”



Fluttershy didn’t respond, but instead cowered on the ground, trembling.



“Come on, Fluttershy,” Rainbow said patiently, “what would you like?”



“C-c-c-c-cucumbers, p-p-p-ple-ease.”



The earth pony smiled.  “That’ll be three cucumbers for two bits.”



A quivering yellow hoof quickly deposited two gold coins on the counter in front of the brown pony.  He then kindly handed her the cucumbers, which she set in her basket.



“Th-th-thank you,” Fluttershy said.



“There you go!” Rainbow Dash cheered.  “Was that so bad?”



“Yes!”  Fluttershy said in dismay, and she hung her head in shame.  “I’m not a fearless, brave pony like you, Rainbow Dash, and I never will be.”



“Oh yeah?” retorted Rainbow, giving her friend a light bomp on the head.  “I’m not scared of anything, so do you think I would spend my time hangin’ with a grade A chicken?  No way!  I’ve known you for a long time Flutters, and believe me when I say I know you have a spirit as fearless as a pegasus flying through a hurricane!”



Fluttershy looked earnestly at the messy, rainbow maned filly, who stared intently back.



“R-r-really?”



“Really.  Or else my name isn’t Rainbow Dash!”



The yellow filly stared down at her hooves.  “I don’t know…I wish I could believe you.”



Before Rainbow could reply, there was a sudden commotion in the market place.  Many ponies ran past them to crowd around in the center of the square.



“Hey, what’s going on?” Rainbow asked curiously.



A large shadow passed over them, and the two pegasi looked up to see a beautiful, golden chariot fly overhead.  It was led by two large, winged stallions in shining armor, and the chariot landed in the middle of the crowd.



“Oh my goodness, who is that?” asked Fluttershy.



Just then, a little unicorn filly with white fur ran by.  She had a deep violet mane that curled over one side of her face, and a cutie mark of three little, purple diamonds.  Rainbow Dash stopped her.



“Hey, do you know who that was?”



The young unicorn turned to them with wide eyes that sparkled with excitement.



“Certainly I do!  It’s the Princess!  She’s come to visit Ponyville!”



“The Princess?!”  Rainbow and Fluttershy cried in unison.



“Oh my…here in Ponyville?” asked Fluttershy.



“This is so awesome!” cried Rainbow in excitement, as she fluttered into the air. “The Princess is the only pony cooler than me.  Come on, let’s go see her!”



Fluttershy looked nervously at the large crowd gathered up ahead.



“Oh, um, you go ahead.  I’ll stay here.”



“But Fluttershy!  It’s the Princess of Equestria!  Don’t you want to see her?  This is a once in a lifetime chance.  We’ll probably never have it again!”



“Oh, I doubt she’ll want to meet a pony as scared and weak as me,” her friend lamented. “But she’ll be happy to meet you, Rainbow Dash.  I’m, um, I’m going home.”



The blue pegasus drooped in disappointment, but did not know what to say.  Without a word, she flew off towards the crowd.



Fluttershy was about to go home, but suddenly thought better of it.  She couldn’t meet the Princess, but perhaps she could at least see her, from a safe distance.  After all, she was the ruler of Equestria.  As the yellow pegasus looked on, the crowd suddenly parted, and out walked the Princess!



Fluttershy gasped in amazement—the Princess was so big!  Much taller than any pony around her, she had a brilliant coat of white fur, which nearly glowed in the sunlight.  A great horn rose from her head, and she had two graceful yet powerful wings.  She was neither unicorn nor pegasus nor earth pony, but all three.



A gleaming golden crown rested on her head, and about her neck hung a shining gold crest, bearing a large purple gem.  On each hoof she wore pretty golden shoes.



The Princess also had the most beautiful mane and tail Fluttershy had ever seen.  They shimmered with a mix of lively colors, and billowed constantly in an invisible breeze.  Like all ponies, the Princess had a cutie mark.  It was a depiction of the sun, for she used her magic to raise and set the sun each day, as well as the moon each night.  She was a very wise creature, as she had ruled all the land for over a thousand years, longer than any pony had ever lived.  



Fluttershy had never seen such a beautiful pony.



As the Princess stepped out from the crowd of ponies, all the little fillies and colts ran and surrounded her.  She loved meeting all the different children from across Equestria.  They were the favorite part of her visits, and her merry laughter rang out through the air like a lark song.



As she looked at their wonder filled eyes staring up at her (for even Rainbow Dash did not have the mind to fly in her presence), the Princess suddenly noticed a little, yellow pegasus filly.  She was sitting timidly off by herself, on the edge of the town square.  



'Why is that filly all by herself?' the Princess wondered.  That certainly would not do.  And so calmly she walked towards Fluttershy.



The timid, young pegasus saw the ruler of Equestria headed towards her, and she immediately trembled in fear.  The Princess was coming to see her!  What should she do?  With an “eep!” of fright, she crouched to the ground and closed her eyes.



The great white winged unicorn lowered her majestic head down near Fluttershy’s.



“My dear little pony,” she said gently, “why do you tremble so?”



“Oh m-my…y-your m-majesty…”



“Hush now,” the Princess cooed.  “There is no need to be afraid of me.  I’m not that terrifying of a pony, now am I?”



Fluttershy stopped quivering.  She didn’t know why, but it was so calming to be next to the majestic ruler.  



“Oh, your grace it’s jus—” the Princess placed a wing tip over Fluttershy’s mouth to silence her.



“Please, just call me Princess,” she said with a smile.



“Ok, um, Princess.  You see, it’s not you, it’s me.  I’m just such a scaredy cat!  You can ask my friend Rainbow Dash.  I wish I wasn’t.  If only I could be more like her, or even like you.  I bet nothing scares you—not even terrifying dragons!  You must be the bravest pony alive.”



The ruler of Equestria chuckled, smiling kindly, and then tapped her chin in thought.



“Tell me little one.  Would you like to know how to be rid of your fear?”



“How do I do that?”  Fluttershy asked, intrigued.  



“Follow me.”



And so the Princess and Fluttershy walked across the market place.  Every pony stared at them, and many a young filly or colt was quite jealous.  Rainbow Dash looked on, but didn’t dare interrupt them.



Soon they reached the edge of town, and the tall winged unicorn pointed to a low, purple mountain, not far off in the distance.



“Do you see that mountain?” she asked the little filly.  “That’s called Pegasus Peak.  Legend has it that at the very top, a grove of magical solar flowers grow, whose pedals are sprinkled with star dust.  Pluck just a single flower, and you will be granted courage to overcome all your fears.”



Fluttershy’s eyes grew big and wide.



“Really?  Oh my goodness.”



“But be warned,” the Princess said, “the journey may be perilous.”



Fluttershy gulped. 



“You must choose what to do, young one,” the ruler said, and then leaned down and whispered, “but know this: I believe in you.”



And with that, the wise Princess walked back to town.  However, Fluttershy sat there, looking at Pegasus Peak.



What should she do?  It looked dreadfully scary.  But if she plucked one of the magical flowers, she would be as brave as her friend Rainbow Dash.  No more being frightened of her own shadow!  And perhaps she would even be brave enough to fly!



“Um…hi, Fluttershy.”



The winged pony jumped.  She had been so lost in thought, she had not noticed Rainbow Dash walk up beside her.



“Oh Rainbow, you startled me!”



Her friend simply rolled her eyes.  



“You were very lucky to spend time with the Princess.  What did she show you?”



Fluttershy pointed to the mountain.  “Pegasus Peak.  She said at the top grow magical flowers painted with star dust.  If I pick one, it’ll make me brave, and I won’t be a scaredy pony anymore.”



Rainbow’s eyes sparkled with excitement at the idea of an adventure.



“But…she said it might be dangerous,” added Fluttershy.



“What are you going to do?” Rainbow asked.



Her shy friend thought quietly for a moment.  She looked at the mountain, then down at her shadow, and she gave her yellow wings a small flutter.



Suddenly, her soft eyes steeled in determination, and she said, “I’m going!”



“Alright!” cheered Rainbow.  “We’re gonna have an awesome adventure.  Let’s go!”



But Fluttershy looked down at her hooves.  “But Rainbow, um, you’re already brave.”



“So?” the blue pegasus replied.  “I went with you to the market place, and I’m going with you to Pegasus Peak.”



Fluttershy smiled at her loyal friend, but something inside her kept her from giving in.



“Thank you so much, Rainbow Dash.  But…I think I have to do this on my own.”



“What?  But why?”



“I’m not sure,” came the cautious reply.  “But I know I want to accomplish this on my own.”



The rainbow maned filly actually smiled.  She knew her friend had a courageous heart hidden somewhere inside.  Perhaps it just took a Princess to bring it out.



“Do you think you’ll make it?” she asked Fluttershy.



“I don’t know…but I have to try!”



“Well, I’ll be waiting right here for you when you return—I promise,” Rainbow Dash said, and plopped her bottom down on the ground.



Fluttershy nodded with a smile.  



And with that, she turned, and began making her way to Pegasus Peak! 









PART 2: Scaling Pegasus Peak





Pegasus Peak turned out to be much farther than Fluttershy thought.  It was midday before she even reached the base of the mountain.  Of course, she had taken a short break from her walk to enjoy a small meal of Wild Berries and Daisies.  The young pegasus now sat hidden in a shady patch of trees, too scared to begin her journey to the top.   



The mountain had seemed intimidating enough when she left Ponyville.  But as she got closer and closer, Pegasus Peak grew larger and larger, and became scarier and scarier.



“Oh my,” said Fluttershy as she looked up at the mountain.  She had to tilt her head all the way back, just to see the top.  



“Maybe I shouldn’t try reaching the summit,” the shy pegasus said to herself.  She was nearly ready to quit before she had even begun!  Letting her fear get the better of her, Fluttershy began slowly backing up.



Suddenly, she bumped into something soft and furry, which squeaked in surprise.  Fluttershy turned around to see a little white bunny.  It was lying on its back in the undergrowth, gently rubbing its small button nose.



“Oh my goodness—I’m so sorry!  You poor thing.  I should have watched where I was going!”  



The young filly leaned down and gently nuzzled the bunny.  In return, he patted Fluttershy’s head, and gave a happy squeak—he was fine.



“May I ask what brings you to this scary mountain, Mr. Bunny?” Fluttershy asked.



The little creature nodded.  Placing a paw to his lips, he gave a sharp whistle.  Suddenly,  bunnies all over popped out of the undergrowth.  Most were very small, and Fluttershy could tell they were babies.  Each one gazed at her with curious, black eyes.  



“Why, it’s a whole family of bunnies!” the pegasus proclaimed.  “Do you live here?”



A large bunny—the mother—hopped energetically over to Mr. Bunny—the father—and together they nodded to the young pony.  Then Mrs. Bunny pointed to Fluttershy, and tilted her head to one side.



“Why am I here?” the filly asked, easily interpreting the little white furred creature.  She looked nervously back up at the towering Pegasus Peak.  



“Well, um, nothing of importance, really.  I was, um, actually just returning home…” Fluttershy once again made to leave the mountain, but stopped.  Suddenly she remembered the Princess’s words: 'I believe in you'.  The timid winged pony bit her lip, and then recalled how her friend Rainbow Dash had promised to wait for her.  



A sudden determination filled her spirit.



“No—I can’t go back home!  Both Rainbow and the Princess have confidence in me.  I can’t let them down—I can’t let myself down!”  



With rekindled hope, Fluttershy looked down at the pair of bunnies before her.  “I’m sorry Mr. and Mrs. Bunny.  I’m actually here to reach the top of this mountain.  As I’m sure you could tell, I’m a very scared pony.  But at the top are flowers that will make me brave!”



The bunnies looked up at the pegasus in amazement, and hopped up and down excitedly.  



“Since you live here, do you think you could show me where to start?” Fluttershy asked.  Mr. Bunny nodded vigorously, and hopped quickly out beyond the trees.  He stopped at a stony path that wound it’s way up the mountain.



“Thank you very much,” Fluttershy said, and she bent down and gave the bunny a little kiss on the top of his head.  His cheeks turned a bright red, but he was happy to have helped the kind, young pony.  



Fluttershy took a tentative step, and then another.  She tried not to look up at the imposing mountain as began her journey along the stony path.  She was concentrating so hard, that she failed to notice a small pair of curious eyes, watching her from a Wild Berry bush, near the edge of the trees.  



As Fluttershy scaled Pegasus Peak, everything around her grew very quiet.  There were no birds singing, or any of the other sounds of life she was used to hearing.  Instead there was only the sound of the wind whistling through the rocks, and the clop clop of her hooves echoing around her.  Every now and then she thought she heard the sound of pegasi wings flapping in the breeze.



“My, it sure is lonely up here,” the yellow filly said to herself.  She gulped, but continued onwards.  The path was fairly steep in some areas, and Fluttershy often had to climb over rocks much taller than she was.  



The young pony often wished she could just use her wings, but she was still too scared.   So on and on she climbed up the side of the steep mountain.  



The air up on Pegasus Peak was very clear, but it lacked the sweetness of the breeze from down below on the ground.  It was cooler, too.  There also was very little vegetation on the mountain, and Fluttershy hadn’t seen a single tree so far.  Well, she decided, she certainly preferred the ground below to the barren side of a rocky mountain!



Onwards and upwards the stony path took her. Then, while trying to reach a tall ledge from atop a boulder, she got stuck.  The ledge was too tall for her to reach, but she was too frightened to try to climb back down, for she feared she might slip and fall.  



“Oh no, what am I going to do now?” she cried, but there was no one to hear her.  “I wish Rainbow Dash was here—she would be able to help me.  Now how will I reach the top, or even get back down again?” She realized she had been mistaken to go on this journey alone.



Unsure what to do, lonely and still too scared to fly, Fluttershy sat atop the boulder, and began to cry.  If only she wasn’t such a fearful pony—then none of this would have happened! 



Just then, a small squeaking noise interrupted her crying.  Fluttershy looked through her tears, but couldn’t see anything.  



“Hello?  Is somepony out there?  Please help me!”  



She heard the squeaking again, but louder this time.  Suddenly, a small pebble flew up and bomped her lightly on the nose.  Fluttershy rubbed the tears from her eyes, and looked down.



Why, it was a little baby bunny!



The small animal looked up at her with a determined expression.  He pointed to his fluffy, cotton tail, and then to the Fluttershy.  Without wasting a moment, he hopped up to the boulder that the pegasus sat trapped upon.   But he could only climb about half way up.  



Fluttershy looked down at him from her perch.  “Are you trying to reach me?”  Suddenly, she didn’t feel so hopeless.  The little bunny’s only response was to point to his tail again, and this time he did so impatiently.  



“Oh!  You want me to lower my tail down to you?”  



The pegasus’s pink tail was very long for a pony her size, and it reached down to the baby bunny.  He grabbed on, and used it to quickly scale the boulder and reach Fluttershy.  



“Hello there,” the yellow filly said.  “You’re certainly a clever little thing.  Were you following me?”  



The little bunny twitched his whiskers and looked down at his feet, and then shrugged casually.  Then, hopping onto her head, he pointed to a longish plant root that stuck out from the cliff face above.  



“Oh my, I didn’t see that before!” exclaimed Fluttershy. Carefully standing on her hind legs, she grabbed the root with her teeth.  The bunny used it to quickly reach the top of the ledge, where he helped Fluttershy pull herself up also.



“Thank you so much!” she cried happily, grabbing the bunny up in a tight hug.  She felt so relieved to be free and safe once more.  “I was so scared and lonely, but you saved me!”  



The tiny creature popped from her grasp.  He brushed himself off in an irritated manner, but still smiled at her.  Then he ran up and patted her wings.



“You want me to use my wings next time?” she asked, slightly embarrassed.  The bunny nodded.  “Oh, well, um, I don’t like flying—I’m too scared.”



The small bunny frowned.



“That’s why I have to reach the top of Pegasus Peak, so I can be brave!” Fluttershy explained.  “Weren’t you scared, following me all the way up here by yourself?”  



Her tiny companion shrugged.  Hopping in front of her, he gestured up the stony path.  



“Well, it looks like I have a friend on this journey after all!” the winged pony cheered happily.  Confident that she could reach the summit of Pegasus Peak with her new friend, the two set off on the stony path.  



It wasn’t long before Fluttershy realized she had forgotten something.



“Oh my, I never introduced myself!  My name is Fluttershy.”  



Her fluffy tailed companion nodded cordially.  



“What’s your name?” the timid filly asked, but the baby bunny only shook his head.



“Oh, you don’t want to tell me?” Fluttershy said, disappointed. “Why not—don’t you like your name?” 



Her companion frowned, shaking his head and pulling on his tail.



“But, I have to call you something!”



The bunny shrugged with indifference, and Fluttershy pouted.  “Well, then I will simply make up a name,” she said, and the baby animal waited patiently.  



“Hmmm, let’s see now…how about…snowball?”  



The fluffy creature gave a sour expression, and shook his head.



“What about snowflake?”  



The small bunny stuck out his tongue.



“Snowpelt?” she tried again. 



Her little friend rolled his eyes, and placed his paws in his ears, before continuing to hop along the stony path.  



“Snow….fur?”  



Now he spat on the ground.



“Oh my…I’ll come up with something!” Fluttershy said determinedly.  



And so the two continued their journey up Pegasus Peak, climbing ever higher.  Fluttershy kept coming up with all manner of names for her new friend, but not a single one suited the little bunny’s tastes. In fact, the pegasus spent so much energy thinking up names, that she didn’t notice the sky grow dark with dangerous looking storm clouds.  



“Um, how about Spot?” the filly asked, but her bunny friend was no longer paying attention.  Instead he was looking up at the sky.  Turning towards Fluttershy, he pointed dramatically into the air.



She looked at him curiously for a moment, before declaring, “Oh you actually like it!”



Her friend slapped a paw to his forehead, and dragged it down his face.  



“Spot it is, then!”  



Shaking his head, the bunny once more pointed skyward while bouncing in place.  This time Fluttershy looked up, and immediately wished she hadn’t.



“Oh dear…” she mumbled, and began to tremble.  Suddenly there was a brilliant flash of lightning, and the sharp BANG of a thunderclap shook them both.  Within seconds, it was pouring down rain.



The little bunny huffed in annoyance, blinking water from his eyes.  He ran up to his pegasus friend, who was cowering on the ground, shaking like a leaf.  



“Oh Spot, there’s nowhere to hide!”  



Frowning unhappily at the new name, the drenched Spot looked about him.  Quickly he ran off up the stony path, leaving Fluttershy behind.



“Oh no don’t leave me!”  Fluttershy wanted to run after him, but she was rooted to the ground in fear. Miserable, wet and scared, the fearful little pony didn’t know what to do.  



However, her small companion had not abandoned her, and he came running back shortly after.  The rain continued to fall in torrents, and Spot once more tried to get Fluttershy to follow him.  Pulling on her wet mane, he pointed desperately up the stony path.  



“What’s up that way—did you find something?”  



The bunny only bounced impatiently in reply.  There was another great flash of lightning, followed this time not by thunder, but by the terrible cracking of stone!  Both pony and bunny looked up to see a large boulder, split from mountain face above, come tumbling down towards them.  Fluttershy squealed in terror, and Spot covered his head with tiny, wet paws.  



Then all at once, the large boulder was engulfed in a golden glow, and then disappeared entirely!



“Oh my goodness!” cried Fluttershy over the sound of the rain, amazed at what she had seen.  Spot once more yanked on her pink mane.  A sudden strength spread over Fluttershy’s limbs, as if warmed by the sun itself, and she managed to stand.  Looking relieved, her small friend led her up the path, until they came to a small cave in the side of the mountain.  



Once inside, the pegasus filly flopped to the ground in relief.  “What a dreadful storm!  I thought we were done for, Spot!”



Spot, for his part, puffed his cheeks out and shook himself free of water.  But afterwards he was shivering from the cold.  Seeing this, Fluttershy gently took the little baby bunny in her hooves, and curled up with him in a corner of the cave, calmly stroking his small, white furred head.  Within seconds, he was warm again.



Fluttershy expected to wait many long hours for the storm to pass.  But miraculously, the loud pitter patter of rain ceased after only a few minutes, and the entrance to the cave glowed with a golden light.  The young pegasus poked her pink maned head out.  Up above Pegasus Peak there was a large hole in the dark storm clouds, where warm sunlight poured down.  Everywhere else but the mountain it was still raining fitfully.  



“That’s strange,” said Fluttershy, “sunlight shouldn’t be coming straight down from above—it’s far past midday!”  



Whatever the reason for the strange weather, both Fluttershy and Spot were happy to feel the warm sunlight drying their fur.  Pleased with this turn of events, they continued up the stony path towards the top of Pegasus Peak.



“Oh my goodness, Spot, look—we’re almost there!” the little filly jumped in excitement, and she even gave her wings an energetic flutter.  They were almost at the summit!  Spot bounced quickly ahead, eager to finish, and Fluttershy merrily followed.



Up the stony path they ran, drawing ever nearer to their goal.  Fluttershy could hardly contain her joy, and she imagined herself plucking one of the fabled solar flowers.  I wonder what they will look like, she thought to herself.     



Just then she rounded a corner, and immediately skidded to a stop.  Up ahead, blocking the stony path, was a giant falcon!  It was larger than any bird Fluttershy had ever seen, with brown and white feathers, long talons, and a sharp beak.  Its hazel eyes glinted fiercely, and the great bird of prey was staring down at the small baby bunny.  The falcon was a little taller than Fluttershy, but many times the size of the young bunny.  



“Spot, get back here!” Fluttershy called to her companion.  The little fellow looked at her with wide eyes, but bravely stepped towards the bird.  The fearsome feathered creature leaned down and let loose a mighty screech, knocking the young bunny backwards.  Getting up, Spot fearfully scrambled behind Fluttershy’s forelegs.  



“That wasn’t very nice!” cried the winged pegasus indignantly.  The Falcon’s only response was to stand to its full height in an attempt to intimidate the young filly.  



“We are only looking to pass by.  Won’t you please let us?” asked Fluttershy.  



The bird shook its head defiantly.  Fluttershy then noticed the beginnings of a nest off to the side.  “Oh goodness, she must be building a nest, which means she’s protecting her home!” 



The Falcon then spread its strong wings in a display of power, and marched towards Fluttershy.  Spot trembled from his place beneath the pegasus, who didn’t move or even cower as the large bird approached.  



“Please, I understand this is going to be your home, but I promise we’re only walking through,” Fluttershy reasoned, ignoring the little bunny pulling on her leg, trying to get her to back away.  The bird drew very near, and gave another ear splitting screech.  The young Spot plugged his ears from the sound, but Fluttershy didn’t flinch once. 



After all, her special talent was working with animals, and the great bird of prey was no match for Fluttershy.  Without a second thought as to the danger, the pegasus stepped firmly forward, surprising the Falcon and making it back up.  Fluttershy continued to walk forward, unafraid.  



“I understand this is where you want to make your home, but that does not mean you can block this path.  That isn’t fair—this mountain doesn’t belong to you, it belongs to everyone!” the little filly said sternly, reprimanding the bird of prey.  “Ponies like me have to use this path to reach to summit.  Trying to prevent innocent creatures from passing by is mean, uncaring, and the act of a bully!”  



Fluttershy then gave the Falcon such a stare that it lost all semblance of dignity, and cowered before her.  Under the pony’s strict gaze, the bird uttered a cry of apology, and then quivered in shame.  



“Now, there there,” the young pony said gently, giving the bird a nuzzle.  “You’re not a true bully, you just made a bad decision.  We forgive you.”  



Fluttershy’s fluffy tailed companion sat with eyes wide and tiny mouth agape at what he had just seen.  Swallowing, he ran and bounced to perch atop Fluttershy’s head.  Paws on his hips, he stuck his chin out at the Falcon.



“Now I don’t ever want to hear that you prevented another kind soul from passing through, understand?” the yellow filly asked.  



The great Falcon nodded its head, and then ambled slowly over to begin anew its work on the nest.  



With a smile Fluttershy once more continued her journey up the stony path towards the mountain top.  As she trotted along, her little friend gave her a tight hug, and a squeak of thanks for protecting him from the Falcon.  



“It was no a problem at all, little one.  Animals are my specialty, and that one just needed somepony to stand up to her, that’s all.  Oh my, look at the sky—it’s all cleared up.  And the sun is almost setting now.”  



The filly wondered how the sun had gone from straight overhead to back where it belonged, near the horizon, so quickly.  But then again, she was traveling up a strange mountain in search of legendary flowers.  Perhaps that had something to do with it.



“Well either way, it certainly turned into a lovely evening, didn’t it Spot?”  



The little bunny had a sickened expression on his face, and he stuck his tongue out at the name of Spot.  His distaste however went unnoticed by his equine friend.  Fluttershy walked over to the edge of the stony path, where it dropped away into a perilous fall.  Seeing the amazing view offered by the tall mountain, the pair of friends gasped with wide eyes.



“Oh my goodness, you can see so far—that must be all of Equestria!”  



And indeed, from her perch high up on the mountain side, Fluttershy could see the landscape unfurl like a scroll beneath her, stretching into the farthest reaches of the horizon.  It was a swirl of colors, hills, trees, and sparkling rivers, and in the flare of the western sun the land glowed with a rosy hue.  Fluttershy had never seen a sight so beautiful.  



“You know Spot, I bet this is what it looks like every evening for a pegasus flying in the sky.  And to get to see something this pretty everyday…well, perhaps flying wouldn’t be so bad.”



Her long eared friend simply nodded in agreement.  



“Of course, that’ll be after I have the solar flowers to make me brave.”



Turning to face the mountain, Fluttershy then realized just how close she was to the summit of Pegasus Peak.  



“Come on,” she cried excitedly, “there can only be a few more bends—yay!”  



And it was true.  The shy pegasus and her white furred friend rounded a few more curves, and were just shy of reaching the summit.  There was only one last obstacle to overcome:



Straight ahead, a large dark chasm separated her from the very end of the stony path, and the summit of Pegasus Peak.



“Oh my!” cried Fluttershy in dismay, as she peered over the edge into the abyss below.  The chasm took up the entire path, and there was no way around it.  It was also much too long to jump.  The timid young filly knew what she would have to do, but she was too afraid to do it.  



Her companion hopped down from atop Fluttershy’s head, and poked her hoof in order to gain his friend’s attention.



“What is it, Spot?”



Momentarily rolling his eyes, the little bunny went about his demonstration.  He got a little running start, and then jumped into the air, flapping his arms like wings.  He did this many times, but Fluttershy already knew what he meant.



“I know I have to fly across!  But it’s just so scary!  That’s why I came here in the first place—to get the magic flowers so I could be brave, and fly.  How am I supposed to do that before I even reach the flowers?”



Spot simply stamped his foot on the ground a few times, and then ran up and planted himself once more on Fluttershy’s head.  The timid pegasus gulped a couple of times, and took a few steps back.  



Then she ran forward, wings spread out, ready to fly.  But just as she reached the chasm edge, her fear got the better of her, and the pony skidded to a stop.  



“Oh, I don’t know if I can do this!” she cried in dismay. “What if I fall?” Her young friend simply patted her head, and pointed forwards with a paw.  



Once again Fluttershy backed up, and prepared to run.  But she never did so, and instead the yellow filly just stood there, stiff with fear.  The young bunny squeaked in impatience. Fluttershy trembled, but decided to try again.  



“Ok Fluttershy, you can do this,” she said. “Um…I think.”  



As she hesitantly spread out her young wings, getting ready to make the run, the voice of the Princess echoed in her mind.



'I believe in you.'  



Suddenly, the chasm didn’t seem so big.  Then she remembered the words of her ever loyal friend Rainbow Dash.



'You have a spirit as fearless as a pegasus flying through a hurricane!'



Now she was almost certain she could make it.  Suddenly, her fluffy tailed friend, who had saved her more than once, gave her great big bunny hug from atop her head.



Now she knew she could do it.  



Fluttershy felt her wings strengthen as they stretched out wide.  She lowered her head, eyes steeled with determination, scraped her hoof against the ground…



And took off!



The young, timid pegasus, who had journeyed up the perilous Pegasus Peak, ran head long and launched herself over the edge of the chasm.  Spot held tight onto her mane and closed his eyes.  He felt Fluttershy start to fall through the air…



And then soar high into the sky!



Fluttershy squealed in victory as her wings carried her aloft through the warm evening air.  She didn’t just cross the chasm, she soared far past it.  High into the air above the mountain summit she flew, laughing more happily and freely than she ever remembered before.  



She had done it—she had bested Pegasus Peak!



With the wind whipping through her mane and tale, Fluttershy circled the summit.  Below, she could see a large grove of beautifully glowing flowers, shimmering in the evening sunlight.  



“That must be the flowers!” she cried.  Spot gave a squeak as he held onto the pegasus for the ride of his life.  



Now that she was finally flying, Fluttershy almost didn’t want to come down.  But she knew she had to complete her journey.  And so, gently flapping her wings, she landed softly in the grove of solar flowers.



Fluttershy looked on in awe at the magical and legendary plants, which glowed with a light all their own. 



“Oh my gosh look at how lovely they are!  I’ve never seen flowers like these!  And look, they drop dust—star dust!”  The pink maned pony twirled around, sending up an entire cloud of star dust.  Spot jumped off of his friend and hopped around the grove with the young pony, until they both calmed down.



Finally, it was time to pluck a single flower, as the Princess had said.  



“Oh, please grant me courage, and make me a brave pony!” whispered the timid filly, as she lowered her head and grasped a single flower in her teeth.  Gently, she pulled it from the earth.  Fluttershy waited…



And nothing happened. 



She plucked another, and then another, but each time it was the same—she didn’t feel a thing!



“What’s happening?” she asked, frowning deeply. “Why don’t I feel any different?”



Fluttershy felt very upset.  After all, she had worked so hard to get here!  Had the Princess lied to her?  



She couldn’t have, the pegasus thought. 



Not sure what to do, and on the verge of tears, Fluttershy sat down, and pondered very hard.  She thought about everything that had happened that day, from when she woke to when she met the Princess to her journey up the mountain.  Her young furry companion simply watched as his friend fell deep in thought.



The yellow pegasus thought of how she had been stuck on the ledge, before the baby bunny had helped her overcome it.  She thought of the storm, and the Falcon, and the giant chasm.  She did all those things, just to reach the top of this mountain.  



Then all at once, it dawned on Fluttershy.  



Why, she didn’t need a magical flower to be brave and fearless.  She had been courageous all day.  She was so scared of Pegasus Peak at first, and it had seemed impossible to her.  And yet, she climbed it.  She was trapped on that ledge, but with the help of her friend, she overcame it.  She was terrified of the chasm, and yet she soared over it with grace.  



Perhaps…to be brave…one didn’t need to pluck a magical flower.  Perhaps all they needed was to find strength in their friends, and face their fears head on.  



Perhaps…Fluttershy already was a very brave pony.



A bright smile spread across the filly’s face, bigger and wider than she had ever smiled before.



“Oh my goodness!  I am a brave pony!  Did you hear that, Spot?  I already have all the courage I need right here!  With the help of my friends, I can be as brave as I have to be—I don’t need a flower!”  Fluttershy picked up her bunny friend as she twirled around the garden in elation.  She was so happy that her eyes began to fill with tears.  



“And you helped me!” she cried to her little companion.  “I couldn’t have done it alone—do you know what you are?  You’re my little angel bunny!”



Suddenly Fluttershy gasped.  



“Angel!  That’s your name—Angel Bunny!”  At last, the little white furred creature gave a joyful squeak of approval.  That was name he liked.  



Suddenly, a very kind and very wise voice spoke over the joyful noises the pair of friends were making.  



“I’m so very proud of you, little one.”  



Fluttershy gasped—she recognized that voice!  Spinning around, she was amazed to see the Princess.



“Oh my goodness!  Princess—what are you doing here atop Pegasus Peak?”



The majestic winged unicorn chuckled.  



“I’ve been here, waiting for you, little one.  Waiting for the moment when you learned the truth of what it really means to be brave.”



“You were?” the young filly gaped in amazement.  Suddenly, she remembered all the strange occurrences since she had reached the mountain.  The sound of fluttering wings, the falling boulder disappearing, the hole in the storm clouds over the mountain, and the sunlight pouring through.



The yellow pegasus walked slowly over to her ruler.  



“Princess, was it you who did all those things?  Was it you who helped Angel and I reach the summit of Pegasus Peak?”



The wise and beautiful Princess smiled warmly.  



“Yes, my little pony, it was.  As brave as you were, I could not let you face the possible dangers of this mountain alone.  I was watching over you the whole time—you were always safe.”



Fluttershy was amazed.  Did the Princess really care so much about one little pegasus pony?  Angel, for his part, raised an eyebrow and puffed out his cheek nonchalantly, giving the Princess an indifferent look, which she laughed at. 



“Come now, it is getting late.  What do you say we fly back to Ponyville, hmm?”



Fluttershy smiled brightly.  



“Ok!” she said.



Just then Angel hopped back up on her head.



“Oh my, Angel, we have to get you back home first!”  



But the small white bunny shook his head furiously, and pointed down at Fluttershy.  



“You don’t want to go back home?” the pegasus asked, and Angel shrugged.  “Do you want to stay with me?”  The bunny nodded vigorously.



“It seems you have made a permanent friend,” the Princess said happily.  



Fluttershy smiled, and plucking another solar flower, she stuck one in her mane by her ear, and the other by Angel’s ear.  Then together, the two ponies took off from Pegasus Peak.  They soared gently through the warm evening air, and Fluttershy got to watch the ruler of Equestria set the golden sun and raise the silver moon, as they flew through the air.  



As the pale, glowing orb rose in the sky, and star dust in Fluttershy and Angel’s flower sparkled and shimmered.  



As they landed back down outside of Ponyville, the Princess bade Fluttershy farewell.



“Goodnight young one, and goodbye, though only for a while.  I have a feeling we shall have many encounters in the times to come.”



“Oh I hope so,” declared Fluttershy.



The Princess smiled, and flew off.  Fluttershy and Angel then walked back into town, where the ever loyal Rainbow Dash sat, still waiting for her friend.



Just as she had promised.  





The End.  








      

      
   
      Born to Scoot


      

      
      
         Scootaloo barreled down the streets of Ponyville on her scooter. If she could pull this off, this was going to be her most epic trick yet. She just had to believe in herself. Sweat streamed down the little pony’s forehead as she closed in on the ramp she had set up at the end of the road. The next thing she knew, Scootaloo was rocketing off the ramp like a bullet.



The orange pegasus filly flapped furiously as she tried to fly, but it was no use. She fell to the ground with a cartoon-like “thud.” Her eyeballs spun as she tried to regain her composure.



Flying overhead, Rainbow Dash noticed our hero, upset and annoyed, below. Rainbow quickly dashed down to see what was wrong.



“You okay, Squirt?” asked Rainbow.



Scootaloo looked up at her idol with tears in her eyes. “I just don’t get it! Why can’t I fly?!? Even Pound Cake can fly, and he’s just a baby!”



“Hey, don’t sweat it, Squirt! Every Pegasus learns to fly sooner or later.”



Scootaloo buried her face in her hooves. “That doesn’t really make me feel any better.”



Rainbow Dash sighed. She couldn’t stand to see her biggest fan like this. She knew she had to help her. “You know what? I’m going to teach you!”



Scootaloo immediately hopped to her hooves. “You will?!”



Rainbow flashed a wide grin with her usual confidence. “Sure! With my coaching skills, you’ll learn to fly like nopony—other than me, of course—has ever flown before!”








Before long Scootaloo was standing at the top of a cliff. Peering over the edge, her stomach flip-flopped all over the place, partially because she was nervous, and partially because the idea of jumping off a cliff wasn’t exactly thrilling to her.



“Are you sure this is going to work?” Scoot gulped, as she turned to Rainbow Dash, standing just a few feet behind her.



“Trust me. Nothing helps a pegasus get her wings going like heart-stopping danger!” Rainbow said, without a hint of doubt.



Scootaloo took a deep breath as she turned back around. It was time for her to fly! “Alright, let’s do this!”



Without any warning, Rainbow ran up and bucked Scootaloo right off the edge of the cliff.



“AAAAHHHHHH!!!!”



The little filly instantly plummeted straight down like a rock, thumping against the ground at the bottom. Thankfully, Rainbow Dash had anticipated this possibility, so she picked a cliff that was only a few feet tall.



“I don’t think that worked,” said Scoot as she staggered to her feet.



“O-kay, Plan B!” said Rainbow Dash.








The two ponies decided to try a different approach at the Ponyville Playground. Scootaloo stood on one end of a teeter-totter as Rainbow positioned herself near the other end.



“Alright,” said Rainbow, still failing to lose even an ounce of assurance, “if we can launch you into the air fast enough, then maybe it’ll jumpstart your wings!”



Scoot didn’t have a lot of faith in this plan, but she trusted her hero. “Alright!”



Rainbow flew high up into the air, then bolted straight down and slammed into her end of the teeter-totter with full force, hurling Scootaloo skyward like a pony being hurled skyward.



“AAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!” screamed Scoot.



Rainbow watched her pupil with an ironic sense of pride. “Looking good, Squirt! Now just—uh oh…”



Faster than anypony could have predicted, Scootaloo came falling right back down and crash-landed, colliding with her flying instructor, and knocking them both to the ground.



“Hmmm…maybe we needed a little more force on the launch.” Rainbow pondered in her slightly-dazed state.



Unfortunately, it was at this moment that Diamond Tiara drove by on her brand new, electric scooter. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the flightless bird!”



Scootaloo barely had time to open her mouth to speak before Rainbow Dash got up and accidentally dropped her onto the ground.



“Hey!” said Rainbow as she charged right up to Diamond Tiara. “Leave her alone! She—“ Rainbow Dash paused when she noticed Diamond Tiara’s scooter. “Hey, is that the Sonic Speed Scooter 7000?!”



Diamond Tiara’s expression of slight fear turned to a smug smile. “Why, yes, it is. My daddy got it for me for my birthday!”



Rainbow Dash was in awe. “Cool!” Then she looked over her shoulder to see Scootaloo lying on the ground, clearly upset. She turned back to Diamond Tiara. “I mean, go take your amazing scooter and your bullying attitude somewhere else!”



Diamond Tiara frowned. “Hmph! Fine!” And with that, she drove off in a huff.



Rainbow flew back over to comfort Scoot. Don’t listen to her. Come on, I have another idea!”








Before anypony could say, “Time to shoot a filly out of a party cannon,” Rainbow Dash and Scootaloo were in the middle of an open field with Ponyville’s pinkest and perkiest party pony.



“I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Pinkie Pie…” Scoot said as she climbed into Pinkie’s party cannon.



“Don’t worry, Scootaloo!” Pinkie Pie assured her, as she leaned back on the cannon. “I’m a professional!”



At that moment, the back of the cannon fell open, and a random assortment of balloons, streamers and presents fell out.



“Oopsy! I’ll get that,” Pinkie Pie said as she stuffed the stuff back into the party cannon and closed it up.



“This thing is sure to give you the boost we need to get you flying!” exclaimed Rainbow Dash.



Scootaloo’s faith in Rainbow Dash was all but gone. “Well, if you say so.”



“That’s the spirit! Don’t forget your helmet!” Pinkie thrust a party hat onto Scootaloo’s head before running behind the party cannon. “FIRE!!!!!”



Pinkie pressed the big, red button and Scootaloo blasted into the air in an explosion of confetti and streamers.



“AAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!”








On her way up, Scootaloo collided with a grey, wall-eyed pegasus. The other Pegasus was sent spiraling out of control, but Scootaloo kept going.



“AAAAHHHHHH!!!” Scoot continued screaming.








Meanwhile, up in Cloudsdale, two construction ponies had just finished building an entire cloud mansion.



“Phew,” said one of the workers as he wiped his brow. “We’re finally done!”



Seconds later, our friendly neighborhood Scootaloo came rocketing up through the mansion, still screaming like a maniac. She halted a moment in midair, and then fell right back down through the clouds. The entire house collapsed into a heap of fluff.



“You ever think maybe we should stop making buildings out of cloud?” asked the other worker pony.








To conclude her comical crash course, Scootaloo landed face-first on the ground in front of Pinkie Pie and Rainbow Dash. On the bright side, she finally stopped screaming.



Pinkie Pie hopped up and down with glee. “Woohoo! That was amazingly super-fantastic! Let’s do it again!”



Scootaloo got to her feet and spit out a piece of cloud. “Ugghh…I give up.”



Rainbow placed a comforting hoof on Scoot’s shoulder. “Hey, don’t be like that! I’ve still got loads of ideas to get you flying! Maybe if we just had a jet engine—“ At this point, Scootaloo abruptly pulled away.



“No, Rainbow Dash! Don’t you get it?!” Scootaloo had tears pouring down her face. “I just can’t fly, and I’ll never be able to!”



Rainbow Dash barely knew what to say. “But, Squirt—“



Scootaloo just walked away, feeling defeated.



“Awww…” said Pinkie. “I’ve never seen my party cannon make anypony so upset before.”








Over at the Cutie Mark Crusaders’ Clubhouse, Applebloom and Sweetie Belle were trying to cheer up Scoot.



“Cheer up, Scootaloo,” coaxed Sweetie Belle. “We can’t stand seeing you like this!”



“Yeah,” drawled Applebloom, “you can’t just give up on learning to fly!”



Scootaloo pouted. “Sure I can. Just watch me.” Then she marched out the door, slamming it behind her.



“We have to find some way to cheer her up!” said Sweetie Belle.



“I know,” said Applebloom. “But how?”



The two little ponies took a moment to think. “Hmmmm…”



After only a few seconds, inspiration struck Applebloom like an apple on the head. “I know! What if we pranked Diamond Tiara? That might cheer her up!”



Sweetie Belle liked this idea. “Yeah! If pranking the pony who constantly causes us pain doesn’t cheer up Scootaloo, I don’t know what will!”



“Well come on, then! Let’s go give Diamond Tiara what’s coming to her!”








Sadly, this plan quickly resulted in Applebloom and Sweetie Belle sitting back-to-back, in the middle of their school’s schoolyard, tied up with a jump rope.



“Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all,” said Sweetie Belle.



“You think?” mocked Applebloom.



“I can’t believe you two tried to spray paint my brand new scooter!” screamed a furious Diamond Tiara as she hugged her Sonic Speed Scooter 7000.



“We’re sorry, Diamond Tiara. We were just trying to cheer up Scootaloo,” said Applebloom. “Besides, the paint would have washed off!”



Diamond Tiara’s expression changed from angry to wicked. “Well, now you’re going to pay for trying to ruin my new ride. You don’t even want to know what I’m going to put you through!”



Thankfully, before Applebloom and Sweetie Belle could find out, the voice of a familiar friend came to their rescue. “Hey!”



All three little fillies turned to see Scoot standing a short distance away.



“Leave them alone!” she cried.



Diamond Tiara just laughed. “Or what? You’ll try to fly and fall on me?”



Unfazed by her really lousy comeback, Scootaloo strutted up to the bully of a pony and looked her in the eye. “Diamond Tiara, I challenge you to a scooter race! If I win, you have to let my friends go!”



Diamond Tiara was intrigued. “And if I win?”



Scoot sighed. “Then you can have myscooter in exchange for their freedom.”



“Scootaloo, are you out of your mind?!” Applebloom gasped.



“Yeah,” agreed Sweetie Belle. “The Sonic Speed Scooter 7000 is the fastest electric scooter ever!”



Scootaloo grinned. “Don’t worry, guys, I can beat her.”








Everypony gathered in Ponyville Square to see the big scooter race. Rainbow Dash stood next to Scootaloo at the starting line, giving her a last-minute pep talk.



“Don’t worry, I’ve seen you on your scooter before. You’re going to kick her butt!”



Scootaloo just gulped. “I sure hope so.”



Rainbow stepped off to the side as Scoot and Diamond Tiara exchanged a few glares. Then she shouted, “Alright. Ready, set, annnnddd…GO!”



Scootaloo and Diamond Tiara both shot over the starting line so fast that they looked like colorful blurs. They dodged around everything from haystacks to fine pottery as they raced for the finish. On the home stretch, they were neck and neck. Sweat poured down her forehead and stung her eyes.



Meanwhile, Diamond Tiara was so relaxed that she actually yawned. “Getting tired yet, Shrimp? Not so easy when you have to use your hooves to power your scooter, is it?”



Of course, if Diamond Tiara had been paying attention, she would have noticed that Scootaloo wasn’t using her hooves. She was using her wings. In fact, that snide comment was all the motivation Scootaloo needed to flap her wings at such a furiously fast speed that they became a blur. In the blink of an eye, Scootaloo sped ahead and crossed the finish line.



Pinkie Pie rushed to Scoot’s side and held her hoof in the air. “The winner is…Scootaloo! Woohoo!”



Applebloom and Sweetie Belle, still tied up near the finish line, cheered for their friend.



“That was amazing, Scootaloo!” Applebloom shouted excitedly.



Sweetie Belle nodded. “Yeah!  Umm…do you think you could untie us now?”



Rainbow Dash flew down beside Scootaloo. “I couldn’t have done better myself, Squirt. You’ve got some moves!”



Scoot blushed.



Suddenly, Applebloom gasped. “Scootaloo, look! Your flank!”



Scootaloo quickly whipped her head around and stared, mouth agape, at the picture of her scooter that was now etched on her flank. “Is that—?!?”



“Your cutie mark!” squealed Sweetie Belle.



Before the three friends could celebrate, Diamond Tiara finally crossed the finish line. She hopped off her scooter and marched up to Scootaloo with unbridled rage. “No fair! This is impossible! How could you possibly have gone faster than me on my Sonic Speed Scooter 7000?!?!”



Scoot turned her back to Diamond Tiara and looked over her shoulder with a smile. “We never agreed on a rule against wings.” Scootaloo fluttered her wings proudly.



Diamond Tiara was dumbfounded. “But—but I—but you—but—GRRRRR!!!!!” She climbed back onto her scooter and drove off.



“Seriously, though,” said Sweetie Belle, “can somepony untie us already?”








Dear Princess Celestia,



It’s always bothered me that I can’t seem to get the hang of flying. I always thought it made me less of a pegasus. Today I realized that just because I’m different, doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with me. In fact, I learned that sometimes what may seem like our biggest weaknesses can actually help us build our greatest strengths.



Your loyal subject,



-Scootaloo

      

      
   
      Going Up


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria, there lived a pony.



Now, this was not a particularly unusual thing, in and of itself. Many creatures lived in Equestria once upon a time, after all, and a fair number of them were ponies. In fact, being a pony living in Equestria was perhaps the least unusual thing to which a pony could aspire, were that pony to aspire to being usual in the first place, which would itself be quite unusual, I think you’ll agree.



No, this pony was a very ordinary pony. She lived in an ordinary town, where she tended an ordinary farm, had an ordinary house, and led a very ordinary life. She was so terribly ordinary, in fact, that if one were to try to write a story about her, it would prove quite impossible. After all, who would wish to read a story in which nothing out of the ordinary happens?



But that all changed one day. That day was the day that Carrot Top, Ponyville resident, carrot farmer, and thoroughly wingless earth pony, learned how to fly.








Of course, the day didn’t start with Carrot Top learning to fly. No, the day started with a muffin. Or rather, it started with the smell of a muffin. It is a little-known fact that the smell of a muffin is the third best thing to be awakened by in the entire world, the first and second being a firm but gentle hug from a loved one, and the sound of a wheelbarrow full of coins being emptied onto the floor at the foot of your bed, respectively. But despite these opportunities for improvement, Carrot Top could be excused for thinking that the day had gotten off to a good start indeed as she inhaled deeply, savoring the sweet scent of bran-cranberry goodness that was wafting in through her open window.



In short order she was in the living room, enjoying one of those very same muffins. With her was Derpy Hooves, a pony more often associated with consuming muffins than with sharing them. However, if there was one thing for which Derpy was known besides her love of baked goods, it was her eyes (which had a distressing, if amusing, tendency to drift askew). And if there was one thing besides that for which she was known, it was her job as a mail carrier. But, if there was one thing besides that for which she was known, it was the depth of her friendship. And as it happened, Carrot Top and Derpy were very good friends indeed.



So it was that Derpy had brought a batch of fresh-baked muffins to Carrot Top’s house and, stifling first her base impulse to simply eat them, and then her only slightly more refined impulse to go jump up and down on Carrot Top’s bed until she woke up so that the two of them could enjoy the muffins together, waited patiently for the subtle aroma to reach her friend. She did ultimately give in to her impulse to eat five of the six muffins at breakfast while Carrot Top was left with only one for herself, but to be fair, Carrot Top hadn’t really wanted more than one to begin with.



Now, I said earlier that a story in which nothing happens is hardly a story at all, and I think you and I can both agree that a tale of muffin consumption, however delicious those muffins may be, really isn’t much of a tale at all. Let us therefore skip ahead a bit, passing over some crumb-licking, plate-washing, and small-talking, to the place where our story truly begins: with the two ponies resting on the front porch, looking out over Carrot Top’s garden. 



The two friends had been sitting in companionable silence for several minutes by this point. It being a Sunday, Derpy had no mail route to rush off and complete, and for her part, Carrot Top was in no hurry to get up from her porch swing and do any actual work. Although it’s often said that farmers have no days off, Carrot Top was of the opinion that getting a late start on a Sunday had never hurt anyone. Had she known all the details of how Princesses Celestia and Luna defeated Discord over a thousand years ago she might have reconsidered that stance, but she didn’t, so she didn’t.



Derpy broke the silence with, as was her wont, a hypothetical question seemingly plucked out of the blue. She and Carrot Top could happily wile away the hours discussing and debating all manner of oddball imponderables which she dreamed up. Once, they had both missed lunch while passionately arguing over whether burgundy or chartreuse was a more pretentious shade of red. Carrot Top was quite adamant that chartreuse not only wasn’t a pretentious shade of red, but wasn’t a shade of red at all. Derpy had not been convinced.



But the question which Derpy posed today was of a more conventional sort. “If you could go anywhere, where would you go?”



Carrot Top didn’t answer right away. Instead, her eyes glazed slightly as she pondered some scene visible to only her. 



“I’d go to the Isle of White,” Derpy declared. “I think that it’d be fun to be the most colorful pony around for a change.” She looked ruefully at her dull grey coat.



Normally, Carrot Top would at this interval, depending on her mood, either point out that not everything on the Isle was actually white, or reassure Derpy that even if she didn’t have the most flashy of coats, grey is one of those things that never goes out of style. But something about Derpy’s question had caused her to begin thinking in an entirely different direction. “I think...” she began.



“Yes?” prodded Derpy.



“I think I’d like to go... up.”



Although there was no particular answer which Derpy was expecting, “up” wasn’t on the list of things she would have been expecting if she had been expecting anything at all, which she wasn’t. Needless to say, this left her quite confused.



“‘Up?’” she repeated. “You mean like, to Cloudesdale?”



Carrot Top smiled, continuing to gaze into the distance. “Well, maybe. It wouldn’t have to be, though. I’d just really like to go... up. Into the sky. To fly around.” Finally, her eyes returned to focus, settling on a perplexed Derpy as they did. “You know, like you do. Like any pegasus.”



Derpy scrunched up her nose in thought. “Couldn’t you just ask Ms. Sparkle if you could borrow her balloon? I bet she’d let you borrow it if you asked nicely.”



“Derpy, you’re missing the point.” Carrot Top waved a hoof for emphasis, though what it was supposed to emphasize was unclear. Which was just as well, since it wasn’t a terribly emphatic hoof wave to begin with. “If I just wanted to be in the air, I could go up in a balloon, or take a trip in one of those airships they have in Canterlot. Or heck, I could just ask you to take me for a ride on your back.”



“We’d look awfully silly,” Derpy pointed out.



“Yes, we would. But the point is, I could do any of those things, but that’s not really the same as going up. That’s just... just, being taken up. I mean, I have this idea that flying, really flying, must be so much fun. You can go anywhere you want, see things from every angle, it all just sounds so... so...”



“Free?”



Carrot Top started, blinking a few times. “Yes, exactly. Free.”



Derpy nodded sagely. “When I’m loaded down with so many packages that I can’t get off the ground, I always feel like I’m trapped.” She scrunched up her nose again. “But, I thought only pegasus ponies were supposed to feel that way. Aren’t earth ponies supposed to like being on the ground? Are you saying you wish you weren’t an earth pony?”



“Well, I do like being on the ground,” Carrot Top began. However, she didn’t finish the thought. Instead, she worked her jaw soundlessly for several seconds before glumly lowering her eyes. “I guess you’re right. It’s not like flying’s something that really matters to me, anyway—it’s just a silly daydream. I mean, I’m happy being a farmer, and whoever heard of a pegasus pony growing carrots for a living?” She looked at Derpy and smiled, but somehow the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I like being an earth pony just fine, when it comes down to it. That’s good enough, isn’t it?”



Derpy briefly un-scrunched her nose so that she could re-scrunch it once more. “Carrot Top,” she said, slowly, “if you could fly... really fly, not just be taken up... would that make you happy?”



“Well, I mean, it’s not really imp-”



“Carrot Top,” Derpy interrupted, which made Carrot Top sit up in shock. Derpy never interrupted her. “Would being able to fly make you happy?”



“Well...” Carrot Top managed to find something very interesting on the ground which required her full attention. “Well, I guess it would. Yeah. But-”



But her “but” died on her lips as she realized she was talking to herself. Derpy was already gone.








Several hours later, Carrot Top was hard at work, weeding her garden. It was repetitive, back-breaking work, and she would take any opportunity to complain about it to anyone who was willing to listen. Unsurprisingly, few ponies were, but she never let that stop her. Nonetheless, she might be willing to admit if pressed that she felt a little surge of proud satisfaction every time she glanced back down the row behind her and saw a straight and true line of green shoots surrounded by an otherwise unbroken sea of dirt, with no interloping dandelions or clover to spoil the perfect pattern. 



“Hey Carrot Top,” said Derpy, “lemme see your hoof.”



This would have been an odd enough request under any circumstances, but considering that Carrot Top had thought herself alone in a wide-open field until Derpy spoke, she could most certainly be forgiven for being caught off-guard by this out-of-the-blue demand. Before her brain could come up with a suitable reply, perhaps something along the lines of “what do you need my hoof for, and when did you get here anyway,” her body had taken matters into its own hooves, and had obligingly proffered one for Derpy to inspect.



Which is precisely what Derpy did. While Carrot Top sputtered in confusion, Derpy critically examined the hoof, rapping on it just as one might tap a watermelon to determine its ripeness, eyeing it closely with a jeweler's loupe which she had acquired from who-knows-where, taking a few measurements with a measuring tape, and jotting down row after row of numbers in a tiny notepad while muttering under her breath. And before Carrot Top could piece together a coherent sentence, Derpy looked up with a smile, chirped “Thanks a bunch! That’s all I needed to know!” and took off at a speed that would have made Rainbow Dash proud.



Carrot Top was left standing in the middle of her field, one hoof in the air, feeling very confused. 








Another hour or so passed before Derpy came back. By then, Carrot Top had had plenty of time to think over the bizarre exchange, and to stew over the many things she might have said last time. As such, you might expect that Derpy’s reappearance would be met by a Carrot Top who was much less flustered than before—and much more vocal.



One thing which Carrot Top had not taken any time to think about, however, was what she would say if Derpy, appearing beside her with just as little warning as the first time, opened the conversation by directly and bluntly asking her how much she weighed.



Now, there are many differences between ponies and humans. Humans have hands and feet, while ponies have hooves; humans play horseshoes for fun, while ponies simply play shoes; humans consider using their mouths to open doors a health hazard, while ponies consider it the only practical way for non-unicorns to enter a room. All of these things are different between the two races, and a thousand other things besides. But one thing upon which both ponies and humans agree: one simply does not ask a lady her weight.



Caught totally off-guard, Carrot Top sputtered, then named a number.



Derpy gave her a very critical look.



Carrot Top looked down, then very quietly muttered a slightly larger number.



Derpy smiled and left.



Carrot Top thought of several very clever things to say, not all of which were terribly polite, just a little too late to share them with Derpy. Frustrated again, she kicked her hoof and said a few of those things anyway, since it seemed like a waste not to. Then, she went back to work. After all, friends might act strange at times, but weeds are remarkably predictable. And one of the most predictable things about weeds is that they don’t weed themselves.








It wasn’t very long after that before Derpy came back once more. This time though, she didn’t ask any strange questions. Instead, she simply said “All done!” and sat back on her haunches, looking incredibly pleased with herself.



Carrot Top turned and gave Derpy a cool look. “‘All done?’ And just what are you ‘all done’ with? Are you ‘all done’ appearing a disappearing without warning in the middle of conversations? Are you ‘all done’ asking very rude questions? Are you ‘all done’ acting like a little foal? Because those are a few things I think I’m just about ready for you to be ‘all done’ with!”



If Derpy was even a little bit embarrassed about any of those things, it didn’t show. “Maybe! But mostly, I’m all done with your surprise! Come on, lemme show you!” With unexpected enthusiasm, she began herding Carrot Top off towards whatever it was she was so excited about.



Carrot Top almost dug in her heels and refused to go along. After all, Derpy had been acting odd all day, and Carrot Top was getting tired of being left in the dark. But she was curious what this “surprise” was, and besides, Derpy was her friend. A very strange friend to be sure, but isn’t it worth putting up with a little bit of strangeness from your friends every now and then?



And so they trotted off together, Carrot Top wearing an expression of resignation, and Derpy one of ill-concealed glee.








After a couple minutes of trotting, they reached The Hill.



Now, most ponies knew The Hill, if they knew it at all, as merely a hill, one hill among the many hills in a very hilly park on the outskirts of Ponyville. But to Derpy and Carrot Top, it was The Hill. The Hill was where the two went whenever they felt like picnicking together, or wanted to do a bit of stargazing at night, or just when they wanted to relax somewhere away from their homes. The Hill was grassy, with a lone blueberry bush which never seemed to have any blueberries on it, but which made the place feel a bit more inviting nevertheless. Moreover, sitting on The Hill gave one an excellent view of Ponyville below, of Canterlot far off to the north, and even of Carrot Top’s farm near the edge of the woods. It’s true that many of the other hills at the park afforded just as nice a view of those same things, but for all that, none of them were The Hill.



On top of The Hill, Derpy had set up a simple but strange contraption, which I shall attempt to describe. At its center was a rubber pad, just large enough for a pony to stand on without feeling uncomfortable. This pad was set in a pool of soapy water, and resting in that pool was a plastic ring. This ring was looped like a lasso, so that a pony holding it could loosen or tighten it with a simple tug.



Carrot Top looked at the... thing, her confusion plain to see. “Derpy, what is this?”



“It’s your surprise!” Derpy beamed. “Come on, I’ve got it all calculated out! Now, we just need to coat your hooves with this,” Derpy held up a bottle of olive oil which, Carrot Top couldn’t help but notice, had been taken from her pantry, “to help minimize surface disruption, and put you on the pad!”



Despite it getting off to such a good start, Carrot Top was quickly growing tired of this day. And can you blame her? Nobody likes feeling like they don’t understand what’s going on. And when it’s your best friend who’s making you feel stupid, that’s even worse. After all, wouldn’t you feel like you were being made fun of, if you were in Carrot Top’s place? “Derpy,” she growled, “I’ve had just about enough of this. I’m going home.” And with that, she turned around and started down The Hill.



In an instant, Derpy was in front of her. “Wait, Carrot Top, I finally got it all set up just right! It’s all calculated out and everything! Where are you going?” But Carrot Top just shouldered past her and continued towards her home. “Don’t you want your surprise? I’ve been working on it all day...”



Carrot Top could be a bit stubborn when she was in a bad mood. Derpy’s plea didn’t even make her slow down. But then, as she trotted off, she heard a quiet sniffle behind her, and that one little sound stopped her in her tracks. She turned around and saw Derpy snuffling, body flat to the ground and tears in her eyes. “I just wanted to make you happy...” Derpy whispered miserably.



Well, Carrot Top may have been upset a moment ago, but everyone knows that friends don’t make friends cry. She rushed to Derpy’s side and sat next to her on the grass, a hoof around her shoulder. “Derpy, please don’t cry. I didn’t mean to... I mean... Derpy, I’m sorry...”



The two stayed there a few minutes, both stewing in their own guilt. Once Derpy’s eyes were dry, she spoke. 



“Carrot Top, I’m sorry I made you mad. I know sometimes I act weird, and I know I can be annoying, but I-”



“No,” shushed Carrot Top, “Derpy, I’m the one who should be sorry. You’re not annoying, you’re just... well, sometimes I don’t understand what you’re doing, and then I get upset. But it’s really myself I’m upset at for not understanding, not you. I’m sorry I made you cry.”



Derpy nodded slowly, uncertainly.



“Now,” continued Carrot Top, “I still don’t understand what you’ve been up to all day, but if I oil up my hooves, am I going to find out?”



Derpy’s eyes lit up like a pine tree on Hearth’s Warming Eve.








In as little time as it takes to tell, Carrot Top was standing on the rubber pad, hooves thoroughly greased. The pad, she noted, was greased as well, which was making it hard to stand on. Still, she patiently waited for whatever was to come next. Derpy, quivering with anticipation, grabbed the plastic lasso in her teeth. With measured, deliberate flaps, she slowly lifted herself into the air, bringing the hoop along with her. 



As the hoop rose, a thin, clear film of soapy water rose with it. Derpy carefully tightened the lasso as she rose, drawing the film ever tighter around Carrot Top. Then, just at the moment when the film was so tight that it was nearly touching the rubber pad, Derpy quickly closed the loop all the way.



With a pop, the film closed at the top. As it did, it came quickly together at the bottom, racing over the greasy pad. Carrot Top jumped as it came together under her hooves, and to her surprise, she found herself standing in the middle of a very large bubble.



For a moment, she watched in fascination as the soap danced and swirled all around her. She reached out a hoof to touch the bubble which surrounded her, but stopped as a thought occurred to her. “Derpy,” she asked, “will the bubble pop if I touch it?”



Derpy’s smile was a mile wide if it was an inch. “I sure hope not!” she said. “It took a long time to get the consistency juuust right, after all. I’d hate to think I messed up after all that work!”



Carrot Top cautiously poked the bubble and, to her surprise, it held firm. She pressed against it a little bit harder, and to her great surprise, it rolled forward, right off the pad. She cried out in stunned surprise as she lurched forward.



Then, she gave an even louder cry of utter, absolute, no-two-ways-about-it surprise when she found that she was not stumbling off of the pad and landing with a splash in the pool of bubble-water, but instead was floating a foot off the ground. 



Now, perhaps you are wondering just how a bubble can fail to pop when a pony puts her full weight onto its surface. Perhaps you’re wondering how that bubble could possibly hang still in the air, when that same pony is currently standing inside it. Perhaps you’re thinking about the many bubbles which you’ve no doubt blown in the past, and are remembering what fragile, short-lived things they are.



If that is the case, I would like to remind you that in Equestria, every pony has a cutie mark which shows what their special talent is. That mark shows the one thing that they do better than anypony else, the one thing at which they are truly expert. And do you know what Derpy’s cutie mark was?



Seven bubbles.



So, if these things are still bothering you, I would like to respectfully suggest that maybe Derpy knew a few more things about bubbles than you or I do. Don’t fret, I’m sure that you have plenty of talents of your own, but when it comes to giant bubbles that can lift a pony off the ground, perhaps it would be best if you and I deferred to the undisputed authority on the matter.



“Derpy,” Carrot Top breathed, “I’m floating. How am I floating?”



“That’s not all!” chuckled Derpy, as she flew giddy circles around her friend. “Try going up.”



Carrot Top frowned, though her eyes were still full of wonder. “Derpy, I don’t know what you mean.”



“Duh, I meant what I said! Try going up!”



Slowly, uncertainly, Carrot Top raised her hoof to the bubble’s surface once more. This time, instead of pressing forward, she carefully brought her hoof down on its curved side, as if she were climbing a set of stairs. 



The bubble obligingly rose a few feet further into the air.



“Derpy...” Carrot Top couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. Instead, she tried climbing a little higher, then moved side to side. She took an experimental step down, and the bubble obediently sunk at her command.



Then, as a massive grin broke out over her face, she took off into the sky at a gallop. Derpy flew alongside her, the two rushing through the air as fast as their wings and hooves would carry them, laughing all the way.



“Derpy, I’m flying!” cried Carrot Top, as she ran between clouds. “How did you do this?”



“Magic!” Derpy shouted back.



“Only unicorns can do magic!” shot back Carrot Top.



“Oh! Then I guess it was science!”



“Derpy, that’s not how science works!”



“Well then, it must be magic after all!”



If she were sitting on her porch at home, with the floorboards under her feet and her farm spread out before her, Carrot Top might have countered that point. But instead, she laughed even harder and ran even faster as she and Derpy darted to and fro over Ponyville.








It was hours later before the excitement of flying—really flying!—wore off enough that Carrot Top could think about anything other than how different everything looked from above, as she bobbed and weaved among houses and trees, leaving everypony who saw her speed by scratching their heads and asking their neighbors if they’d seen the same thing just then. “Derpy,” she began, reluctant to voice her concern in case speaking it should make it come true, “This bubble has to pop eventually, doesn’t it?”



Derpy nodded, giving her friend a sheepish grin. “Actually, I was going to suggest that we might want to get down to the ground pretty soon. Bubbles don’t last forever, you know.”



Carrot Top sighed. “I know.” She trotted towards the ground, stopping while she still hovered a few feet in the air. “If I land...”



“...touching the ground will pop the bubble.” finished Derpy. “But, you know, you can always go back up another time! I mean, there’s no reason we can’t do this again!”



“I know,” said Carrot Top, as she looked wistfully towards the setting sun, “But it won’t ever be the same, will it? It won’t be as exciting, or as unexpected. It won’t be as special.” She shook her head. “It won’t ever be like this first time was.”



Derpy thought about that a moment. “Nothing’s ever the same as it is the first time, I don’t think.”



Carrot Top looked at the ground, so close beneath her now, closed her eyes, and took another step down. As the base of the bubble touched the earth, she heard a soft wet pop, and felt dirt beneath her hooves. She opened her eyes, and saw that the bubble was gone. Nothing remained of it but a bit of dampness beneath her hooves. She looked up at the clouds above her, now beyond her reach once more.



Derpy stood next to her, shuffling her hooves. “I’m sorry it didn’t last longer. Maybe next time I can-”



“Derpy,” Carrot Top cut her off, “Thank you.”



The two friends smiled at one another then: the kind of warm, genuine smiles that folks share when there really isn’t any need for words, because everything that needs to be said can be summed up in a single grin. Carrot Top broke the pleasant silence first, giving Derpy a friendly tap as she started towards Sugarcube Corner.



“Come on, you crazy magic pegasus,” she said, “let’s get some dinner.” Her eyes glinted as an idea popped into her head.



“And maybe next week, we can take a day trip to the coast. I hear they run ferries out to the Isle of White, you know.”



Derpy gave a little squeal of excitement as the two friends trotted off together.



THE END

      

      
   
      Stage Fright!


      

      
      
         Chapter One: Sweetie Feels Bored



Sweetie Belle was bored. A half-finished page of homework sat on the kitchen table in front of her, and she absently chewed her pencil, trying to figure out the answer to a math problem that had her well and truly stumped. She wanted to ditch it and go outside, but her sister had insisted that she finish her homework before meeting up with Apple Bloom and Scootaloo.



Just then, Rarity stepped into the room. She was wearing her red sewing glasses, and had a look in her eyes that told Sweetie she was hard at work on some new designs.



"Big sis?" Sweetie Belle asked. "Could you help me with this homework?"



"Sorry, Sweetie, but I'm incredibly busy with this order," Rarity said, already halfway out the kitchen door, a glass of water floating behind her. "I have to finish making twenty new outfits by the end of the week, and so I simply don't have time for anything else!"



Sweetie's face fell. "But Rarity, it's just –"



"No time, Sweetie Belle!" Rarity called from the other room. "I'm sure you'll figure it out soon enough!"



Pouting, Sweetie looked down at the paper again. No matter how many times she read the question, she still couldn't figure out what it was supposed to be asking. She was quickly becoming very frustrated.



"Calm down, Sweetie Belle," she said to herself. "It's just math. Nothing harder than adding two and two. I just have to think, and there'll be nothing I can't do."



The edges of Sweetie's mouth turned up in the beginnings of a smile. "All it is is math and I can do it if I think! Rarity is right, I'll have this finished in a blink."



There was a sudden frantic clopping of hooves against tiles. "What is that heavenly sound?" called Rarity's voice.



Sweetie Belle suddenly found herself staring into her sister's excited blue eyes, confused at how she had slipped into the kitchen again without her noticing. And heavenly sounds? What was she talking about?



"Sweetie, was that you singing?" Rarity asked.



And then Sweetie Belle realised what had happened. Sometimes, when she got bored or frustrated, she'd make up a little song about what she was doing to feel better. She'd done it again, only this time she'd been singing loud enough for her sister to overhear!



Sweetie Belle immediately felt very embarrassed. "Sorry if I was bothering you..." she said meekly.



"Bothering me? Perish the thought, dearest sister!" Rarity cried, speaking in the very silly way she sometimes did. "Sweetie Belle, you have a marvellous singing voice! Has anypony ever told you that?"



"Well, uh, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo..." Sweetie began, but trailed off. She always felt embarrassed when older ponies complimented her like this, even when it was her sister who was doing it.



"Sweetie Belle," Rarity said, speaking with a commanding tone, "it would simply not do for you to let this voice of yours go unnoticed. Did you know that the Sapphire Shores Singer Search is going to be having auditions right here in Ponyville in less than a week?" Rarity giggled. "Sapphire told me herself."



"No, I didn't, uh, know that, but –"



"You simply must participate, Sweetie! It would make Mother and Father ever so proud!"



"Uh, I guess, but –"



"And me too, Sweetie. I would be honoured to be the sister of a filly – nay, a young lady who shared such a beautiful gift as her lovely voice with the whole of Equestria."



Sweetie's ears perked up. "You would?"



"I would, Sweetie Belle," Rarity told her sister, looking her directly in the eyes.



"Uh, okay then... I guess I can do it."



"Wonderful!" Rarity clapped her hooves. "I'll finish this dress up, and then I'll help you rehearse. It'll be a tight squeeze with all these dresses I have to make, but I simply must make time for my dear sister!"



Sweetie Belle smiled at the thought of getting to spend more time with her sister, and continued smiling until Rarity had left the kitchen. Then she realised that she'd just agreed to sing in public. To strangers. Lots of strangers. Strangers who would be judging her on her singing.



Sweetie gulped.








Chapter Two: Sweetie Feels Nervous



"Ah, come on, Sweetie Belle, it won't be that bad!" Apple Bloom said reassuringly.



"Yeah, you'll rock their hooves off!" Scootaloo added. "That awesome singing voice of yours will have the audience clapping so hard everypony'll think there's another cow stampede in town!"



"I don't know... what if I forget my lines?"



Scootaloo cocked an eyebrow at Sweetie Belle. "Come on, when has that ever happened? You never forget the words to the songs we hear you singing."



"That's different!" Sweetie squeaked. "You two are my best friends, but if I do this audition I'll have to sing for complete strangers! And they'll look at me with their judging expressions, and their mean eyes, and then I'll get nervous, and forget my lines, and then they'll laugh and – and –"



Sweetie Belle had started breathing very hard by this point, and Apple Bloom had to grab her by the shoulders to keep her from freaking out even more. "Don't talk like that, Sweetie Belle," said Applebloom. "None of that's going to happen."



"But – but –"



Apple Bloom glanced at Scootaloo, and the two shared a grin. "As I was saying, none of that's going to happen, because Scootaloo and I are going to be there in the audience as well... smiling. And when you finish your amazing performance, we're going to stomp our hooves on the ground as hard as we can."



"Really?" Sweetie asked, her spirits already rising.



"Yeah!" added Scootaloo. "Even if you do mess up horribly, at least we'll cheer!"



Sweetie's eyes went wide with horror. Apple Bloom slapped her forehead and glared at Scootaloo. "You're not going to mess up, Sweetie – Scoots is just sayin' things."



"Oh-okay." Sweetie Belle put on a wobbly smile and tried to look happy, but Apple Bloom and Scootaloo weren't fooled. She was still very worried about her audition.







I just don't know what to do! Sweetie Belle thought as she walked through Ponyville. I just know this audition's going to be a disaster, but I can't just back out now! Rarity would be so disappointed.



A few golden and brown leaves floated past her in a gentle breeze, and Sweetie Belle stopped walking and took a few deep breaths. Maybe it won't be so bad, she told herself. I sing all the time without forgetting anything. Just so long as I sing something easy, there's probably no reason why I would mess it up. I can sing songs in my sleep!



Feeling a lot better, Sweetie Belle continued trotting through Ponyville on her way to her parents' house, humming a tune as she went. When she was almost there, she saw Fluttershy coming towards her, her saddlebags heavy with food for all her animals.



"Hi Fluttershy!" Sweetie said.



"Oh, hello Sweetie Belle," replied Fluttershy. "You sound very happy today."



"I am! I'm going to be singing in the auditions for the Sapphire Shores Singer Search next week, and I'm gonna do great!"



"Oh," said Fluttershy, "that sounds very... um... nice. Very nice. It's very courageous of you to want to stand up and sing in front of so many ponies. I know I could never do something like that..."



"It's not that hard," Sweetie replied, waving a hoof as if she really thought it wasn't that hard. "All I need to do is sing! And all my friends will be there."



Fluttershy nodded. "Oh, well, that's good, but I'm sure it still takes a lot of bravery. The last time I had to perform in front of an audience, I got so nervous that I totally lost control of my body and slipped around all over the catwalk. It was a good thing Rarity was there to cheer for me, or I'd never have been able to show my face outside my cottage again!"



Sweetie blinked at Fluttershy, suddenly feeling a lot less confident.



"Oh, but I'm sure that won't happen to you," Fluttershy said quickly.



"Ye... yeah, I'm sure..." Sweetie said, feeling very unsure indeed. "B-bye Fluttershy..."



"Goodbye, Sweetie Belle."



As Fluttershy trotted away to her cottage, Sweetie Belle slowly walked the rest of the way to her house, her eyes fixed on the ground and an awful nervousness tying her stomach in knots.








Chapter Three: Sweetie Feels Determined



It was Saturday morning, and Sweetie Belle was pacing around Rarity's kitchen restlessly. She'd already been awake for at least an hour.



Rarity had helped Sweetie practice her singing for the audition late into the previous evening, so she ended up sleeping over at the Boutique. Although Sweetie had almost told Rarity she didn't want to participate many times over the practice, she simply hadn't been able to bring herself to actually say it.



Sweetie Belle hadn't seen much of her sister until this singing competition came up, and despite her nervousness about the audition, she had really enjoyed spending time singing with her sister.



"Try this song, Sweetie," Rarity would say, and then she'd levitate a wordsheet in front of Sweetie's face and play the piano all at once. "Yes, yes, you sing it beautifully!"



And then Sweetie would smile and sing and enjoy herself and forget all about the audition... for a few minutes.



"I have to tell Rarity that I don't want to do the audition any more," she whispered to herself. "Maybe she'll be sad, but I just don't think I can take it."



Sweetie Belle had barely finished muttering when Rarity burst into the kitchen. A piece of paper was floating in front of her face, held by her magic, and her sleep mask was still over one eye, making her look a little like a very fashionable pirate. 



"Sis!" Sweetie squeaked. "There's something –"



"Oh, Sweetie, there's no time!" Rarity wailed, dramatically wiping a hoof across her brow. "I misread the pamphlet Sapphire Shores gave me – the auditions aren't next week, they're right now!"



Sweetie felt like the butterflies in her stomach were flapping so hard they would soon fly away with her. At least if that happened she wouldn't have to worry about any of this stuff anymore.



"But fear not!" Rarity exclaimed, narrowing her eyes in determination. "If we hurry, we can still make it there! Don't worry, Sweetie, your sister Rarity will get you there on time!"



"Um, about that –"



"Oh!" Rarity suddenly rushed out of the kitchen, heading for her workshop. "I almost forgot something!" she called back.



Moments later she returned, her horn glowing. Sweetie gasped as she saw Rarity float something small and shiny into view.



It was a dress. A little silver dress with pink frills that sparkled in the sunlight.



"I thought it would help if you had a beautiful outfit to complement your voice, Sweetie Belle," Rarity said, moving the dress towards her.



Sweetie's mouth hung open in shock. The dress was amazing, and Rarity had somehow found the time to make it, even with her busy schedule. There was no way she could back out of doing the audition now.



"Th-thank you, Rarity," she said as she put on the dress. It was very comfortable.








Chapter Four: Sweetie Feels Frightened



As Rarity led her sister through the streets of Ponyville, the two of them noticed most of the town was going in the same direction. Sweetie Belle saw a few familiar faces in the crowd, but a lot of unfamiliar ones as well. It looked like ponies from neighbouring towns had travelled to Ponyville just for the show.



The Sapphire Shores Singer Search auditions were being held in the Town Hall – it was to be the first event there since the repairs on the roof finished.



"Ah, here we are," Rarity said cheerfully, smiling at Sweetie Belle before turning to the green unicorn mare at the entrance, who was busy scribbling on a clipboard. "Hello! I've brought Miss Sweetie Belle to audition."



Sweetie glanced up and smiled at the unicorn, but her mind was far away. She and Rarity entered the building and found their way to the backstage area, where a number of other contestants were waiting for their turns. Sweetie Belle barely noticed any of it.



"Sweetie, listen up for your number. It's thirty-three," Rarity said a few moments later. "Remember that: thirty-three."



Sweetie Belle nodded.



"My, my, you've been awfully quiet today," Rarity said. "Saving your voice for the performance? Good idea!"



Just then, a loud announcer pony shouted something. "Thirty-three! Contestant number thirty-three, please come to the stage!"



"That's you!" Rarity exclaimed, shaking with excitement. "You're up, Sweetie Belle! Go on, it's time to show those judges what singing is all about!"



Before Sweetie Belle could think of a last-minute excuse not to go on stage, she felt herself being pushed across the floor by an extremely excited Rarity, and had to start moving her legs so as not to fall over. The stage came closer and closer.



Before she knew it, she was standing in front of a crowd of hundreds. Eyes of all colours were focused directly on her. Faces of all colours were turned to her, and none of them seemed to be smiling. She couldn't see Scootaloo and Apple Bloom among all the big, unfamiliar adult ponies.



"Hello, Sweetie Belle," said a pink pegasus mare sitting behind the judges' table, between a brown unicorn stallion and a green earth pony mare. "What are you going to be singing for us today, sweetheart?"



Sweetie Belle opened her mouth to tell them, but no words came out. What was she going to sing? She racked her brains, desperately trying to remember what song she had chosen, but it refused to come to her. Think as she might, she couldn't remember a single word, or even the tune of her song!



The crowd stared at her, waiting. The whole room was silent, and Sweetie Belle just knew that if she stood in silence for much longer, they would all start murmuring. Worse still, if she admitted she'd forgotten her song, they might laugh at or boo her!



"Miss Sweetie Belle, is there something wrong?" asked the stern-looking brown stallion judge.



"Yes!" shouted a voice. Sweetie clapped her hooves over her snout before realising that it wasn't her voice.



It was Apple Bloom's.



Sweetie spun around to see Apple Bloom and Scootaloo standing behind her on the stage, huffing and puffing from running, but also smiling.



"Fillies and gentlecolts!" Scootaloo shouted into the audience. "My name's Scootaloo, she's Sweetie Belle and she's Apple Bloom! And together we are..."



Apple Bloom nudged Sweetie Belle, and the three of them shouted, "THE CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS!"



"Sorry we were late, everypony," Apple Bloom said, grabbing a microphone. "But we're all here now, and we're going to sing 'We Are the Cutie Mark Crusaders'."



With that, Scootaloo took the microphone from Apple Bloom and launched into the song the three Crusaders had sung at their school talent show. Apple Bloom started dancing like she was fighting with the air, and only fell on her face once the entire time.



Feeling relieved that the audience wasn't staring only at her anymore, Sweetie Belle recovered her voice, and, just because she felt like singing, sung along with Scootaloo. She didn't have a microphone, though, so it was very soft.



At the end of their performance, the girls held each others' hooves and bowed to the audience, who clapped and cheered and laughed for them. The laughter was the loudest, but as Apple Bloom was quick to remind Sweetie, "It's our comedy act! Laughin' is a good thing!"



The laughter and applause was so loud that none of the three Crusaders even noticed the scowls on the judges' faces as they left the stage, smiling and chatting. The green earth pony judge started waving a hoof for them to come back, but gave up as soon as she realised they weren't going to look back at her.








Chapter Five: Sweetie Feels Just Fine



As Sweetie Belle and her two best friends arrived backstage, Rarity galloped up to them, her eyes wide with surprise. "Sweetie! What – what happened there?"



"We made the whole town laugh with our amazing comedy act!" Scootaloo said, looking very proud of herself.



"But... but what about your audition?" Rarity asked. "It surely won't count now!"



Sweetie whispered something to Scootaloo and Apple Bloom, and the two of them nodded and trotted off, leaving her and Rarity. "Sis," Sweetie began, "when I got up on stage, I froze up and forgot all of my lines! Everypony was staring at me, and I just didn't know what to do! I was so scared, but then my friends came and saved me!"



Rarity's forehead scrunched as she thought about what Sweetie had told her. "So... you're happy that they ruined your audition?"



"My friends didn't ruin it!" Sweetie said, giggling. "They made it better!"



Rarity laid a hoof on Sweetie Belle's shoulder. "Sweetie Belle, I very much doubt that you're going to make it to the next round of the contest now. Doesn't that upset you?"



Sweetie just shrugged. "There's always next time. I don't think I was ready to sing in front of all those ponies anyway. Besides, I... Rarity, I only wanted to audition in the first place so we could spend time together, and so you'd be proud of me!"



Rarity was silent for a while. "Sweetie Belle," she said eventually, "do you know I'll always be proud of you, singing or no singing? Because I will. I promise."



"Really?"



"Yes, of course. Please don't feel like you have to do things to impress me – you should do them because you want to. Now come get a hug!" Rarity stretched out her forelegs and pulled her sister into an embrace.



Sweetie smiled and hugged her sister back.



"I think you should write a letter to Princess Celestia about all this," Rarity said, patting her head as the hug ended. "It seems you've learnt some important things about friendship."



Sweetie Belle was about to reply when Scootaloo and Apple Bloom came running up to her with enormous grins on their faces. "Looking around this audition thing just gave me a great idea," Scootaloo said. "We should hold our own singing competition! We can be..."



"CUTIE MARK CRUSADER TALENT AGENTS!" all three of them yelled at once.



As Sweetie Belle ran off with her friends to go try to discover their cutie marks, she heard Rarity call, "Don't forget about the letter!" She promised herself she wouldn't, but it could definitely wait until later. After all, there was crusading to do!







Dear Princess Celestia,



Today I learnt that even though sometimes we get into scary situations that don't seem to have a way out, as long as a pony has good friends, she can always count on them to help her out and make whatever seems scary turn out not to be.



Your loyal subject,

Sweetie Belle
      

      
   
      Playing Along


      

      
      
         It was not every day that Twilight Sparkle found herself able to host a tea party with all of her friends. At least, it wasn’t every day that her mother entertained visitors and forgot to put away the fine porcelain. The filly carted it off to her room and arranged her various toys around the little pink table, which the tea set would inevitably be relocated to.



After glancing at a nearby book, Feng Shui for Eggheads, she attempted to move the vase of fake flowers to the upper-left corner of the table. Failing that, given that no amount of exotic interior design research could put a proper corner onto a circular table, she put the plastic petunias into the centre since that looked nice, if nothing else.



She took a step back to examine her work, nodded in self-agreement, then proceeded to pour tea for each of her friends. It had long since gone cold, but her guests tended to not complain about such things.



“Is everypony enjoying themselves?” she asked. A chorus of approval made its way ‘round the table.



“Hmm, yes, qee-wite dee-lightful, dear,” replied Madam Frillyfrocks. She was old and weathered, but her bright eyes still shone with a proper lady’s wisdom and some less-proper wit. “Do give your mother my cooom-pliments. I see her skill hasn’t dulled over the yee-ars.”



Ser Charley snapped off a stiff salute, his old joints softly squeaking. “Positively spiffing, young master! While I must admit a strong black coffee would be my preference, a drop of leaf juice now and then can certainly warm the spirits up. Why, this reminds me of the time master Shining and I made a daring escape from the ‘Very Boring Adult Party of Doom’, as he called it.” He coughed. “Not that I minded it, but to my master I shall be loyal to the ends of Equestria.”



“Ohh, you chose, like, the best tea, Twilight! It’s so totally tasty and, best of all, it’s low in those icky calories,” Mareibu Racey chirped as her smooth, glossy coat caught the light. She nickered while brushing a hoof through her mane. “Cadence used to always have these lovely tea parties, too, but yours are even better!”



Twilight beamed. “Thanks, everypony!” She turned to look at the last member of their group. “Are you enjoying it, Smarty Pants?”



A grey ear perked at the sound of its owner's name. Smarty Pants looked around the table, then took out a notebook and quill and began to scribble. A few seconds later she presented it. This is fun, it read, but where’s Raggedy Ran?



Twilight looked at the corner of the room, where a patchwork doll sat in silence. Its legs were wrapped in red-and-white stockings that ended where black shoes began. A white apron hung on her waist, partially hiding the blue dress underneath. A red mane made from yarn hung limply from her head. Black eyes stared at nothing and a dull smile was etched permanently onto her face.



“She didn't want to play today,” Twilight answered after a long silence.



Smarty Pants wrote another note. She didn't want to play with us, or you didn't want to play with her?



Twilight opened her mouth to give a reply, only to feel it die in the back of her throat. Murmurs passed between the other three while Smarty just stared.



The filly was saved by a knock on her door. “Twilight Sparkle, did you take the tea set again?” Even with it muffled by the door, Twilight knew her mother's voice.



She pushed back from the table, muttered, “Please excuse me,” and trotted over to the door. The feeling of Smarty's gaze on her didn't lift until she had opened the door to let her mother in.



Her mother walked into the room and sighed. Her horn lit up and the collection of cups, saucers and kettle floated into the air. “Twilight, I know you like to have these little parties, but this is a very delicate set.” Madam Fillyfrocks took to the air as well. “Not to mention what would happen if you spilled any tea on your great-grandmother's doll. It's not for playing with.” She looked into its glass eyes for a moment, the distorted reflection in them making her look impossibly younger, then sent it out the door. “Not anymore, at least.”



Twilight drew a circle on the floor with a hoof. “Sorry, mom...”



Her mother bent down and nuzzled her. “It's okay, sweetie. I'm not mad. I know you're not trying to make a mess, it's just that your magic isn't good enough to safely carry these yet.” Plastic cups flew over to the table before being set down in front of each guest, minus the now-vacant chair where Madam Frillyfrocks had been sitting. “Until then, you can use these ones.”



Pouting, Twilight said, “They aren't pretty and they taste funny.” She stuck out her tongue. “And not the good kind of funny that makes me laugh.” She gave her mother an imploring look. “Could you teach me to be good enough at magic so that I can use the nice stuff?”



She chuckled. “Of course, Twilight. In fact, would you like to start now?”



“Would I?” she shouted.



“I'll take that as a yes. Come with me to the living room and we can make space for practicing.” She turned down the hallway.



“Okay, just let me say goodbye to my friends.” She turned around. “I'm going to go practice magic now, everypony. I'll see you later.” The group said goodbye or, in Smarty Pants’ case, wrote it.



As she followed her mother to the living room, Twilight heard her say, “It's good to see you being so nice to them, Twilight. I had imaginary friends when I was your age, too.”



Twilight 's head leaned to one side. “Imaginary?”








Magic practice was hard. Twilight Sparkle had thought it would only be a few days, a week at the most, before she would be allowed to use the tea set. So when her mother had told her after a week of hour-long practices that it would be months, even years, before she was good enough to carry it, she had spent the rest of the day in her room. The ceiling, she found, was a good thing to just lie down and stare at. She thought about how she'd be as old and wrinkly as Grandma Twinkle before she could use the nice tea set. Grandma Twinkle didn't even like tea! She rolled over to look at the toy box, upon which Charley, Mareibu and Smarty were sitting.



“Stiff upper lip there, Twilight! You're a bright young lass,” Ser Charley encouraged, as if reading her mind. “Master Shining never faltered in his quest to break into your almost-but-not-quite-impenetrable book fort, after all!”



Mareibu nodded in agreement. “That's, like, super true. You just need to keep working and you'll definitely learn how to soon enough. I bet you'll only have, like, a few grey hairs in your mane and not even wrinkles yet!” Mareibu had never been the best at giving encouragement, but she always tried.



Smarty Pants wrote in her book. Maybe there's a way you can practice, even when your mom is busy?



Ser Charley clapped his hooves together, making a quiet ringing sound. “Capital idea, old bean! Why, these old joints could probably stand you using them for levitation practice.”



“Oh yeah, that's an awesome idea, Smarty Pants!” Mareibu said. “And perhaps Cadence could help while she’s foalsitting you, too.”



Twilight bit her hoof as she thought. “Those make sense, but how would I learn about new magic stuff without mom?”



More writing. Maybe you could borrow some books from the library?



“Indubitably. A reader of the highest order, she is,” Ser Charley said before quietly adding, “Assuming she doesn’t build another castle with them. I should be quite content to never see all thirty volumes of Encyclopedia Bitannica displayed in a defensive formation again.”



Mareibu gasped. “Why, I don't think there's anything Twilight likes more than reading!”



Except talking and playing with her friends at a tea party, right?



“Of course, Smarty.” She beamed. “After all, I'm doing this so that we can have more of them.



We don't need the fancy tea set, Twilight, Smarty replied. We're all happy to just be with you. The other two echoed the sentiment.



“Oh, I know. But it's just not the same.” Twilight hopped off the bed. “It won't be long, though. With mom, Cadence and you all helping to teach me and books to study from, I'll be a great magic user in no time!” She made her way across the room. “I'm going to go ask dad if he can take me to the library. Wish me luck.”



The trio did so as the door closed behind her. Then they fell silent.








The sun began to set, Twilight sighing happily as she watched. To her, this time was the best, and not just because it matched her name. It was when Canterlot's hustle and bustle quieted down and the city’s music would wind its merry way through the streets. The dusk sky lit the horizon up as if it was on fire, its embers going on to ignite the strings of lamps across the city in a spider's web made by candles. Most of all, though, she liked to watch Princess Celestia end the day and raise the moon. Sometimes, when she was lucky, a bird of fire would fly over the castle, casting long shadows, before landing beside the princess.



Twilight hoped she would get to talk to the princess one day, if only for a minute, and watch her raise the sun from that same balcony.



The sun finished its descent and the Mare in the Moon took its place in the sky, staring down at all of Equestria from her throne high above.



A polite cough drew her attention back to the task at hoof. Fireflies darted around in a lantern hanging from the vaulted roof, lighting the page of questions from Basics of magic that Smarty, Charley and Mareibu were quizzing Twilight on.



What is the fourth law of magic-based manipulation? said the page Smarty Pants was holding up.



“That magic is... er... its power is multiplied many times over when helped by multiple sources? Wait, that's not right... Oh, ponyfeathers.”



Mareibu looked at the back of the Smarty's card. “That's, like, the sixth, but it's good you remembered that one since it's super-duper important!”



Ser Charley grunted his approval. “Indeed. Camaraderie is mystical, after all.”



“I suppose it is, but I won't need help.” Twilight puffed out her chest. “I'll be the best unicorn mage in all of Equestria, so good that I'll be able to make my own fancy tea sets with a flick of my horn, all by myself!”



Twilight felt something tickle her exposed stomach. Looking down, she saw Smarty Pants pulling back her quill and brandish a new page.



But we'll still be with you, just in case you do need some help, right?



“Well, of cour—”



The sound of hushed talking creeped its way in from the hallway. Her thought interrupted, Twilight edged up to the door to listen in.



“She's still just a filly, dear. I know she's eager, but we should let Twilight move at her own pace.” It was a smooth voice, almost melodic. Twilight easily identified it as her mother's.



A deep baritone, definitely her father's, answered. “I realize that but her potential is... it's phenomenal! The mana tests she did last month were off the charts!”



“Dear, she can barely lift a book.”



“And chances are, if she throws her heart into it, she'll be able to carry the whole library. Listen, I know mana tests aren't the best measuring stick, but it's a good start. If we encourage her enough she might even be able to get into Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns.”



Twilight bit back a gasp and pressed up against the door, her ear and cheek almost mapping the grain patterns as the rubbed the wood.



There was a long pause, which Mareibu filled with fantasising about how many good-looking stallions there had to be at the school. A gruff “Harummph” from Ser Charley ended that.



Finally, Twilight's mother said, “You really think so?”



“Honey, I know so. Our little Twilight is growing up to be a great unicorn, just like her brother.”



“That's the other thing, dear. It's a boarding school. If she's accepted, well, we won't have either of them in the house. You know how I was when Shining left to join the Royal Guard Cadets...”



A quiet ting came from Ser Charley as he saluted. “The lad does his Princess and Country proud. I'm honoured to have been a part of the young stallion's rearing.”



“She's still in Canterlot, only half an hour's canter away. We can easily visit her, and besides, she'll have to leave the nest eventually. It's for the best, really. She can get used to being independent while still living nearby. Remember how many letters Shining sent when he went to train in Stalliongrad? I think he was getting frequent-sender discounts by the end.” A quiet, shared laugh sounded.



“Yes, I remember.” A short pause, then her mother whinnied. “Okay, you've convinced me, but the decision is still up to Twilight. If she says no, that's it. Is that clear?”



“Of course, dear. Clear as crystal.” It was the practiced response of a husband caged in marriage and tamed by their wife.



Hoofsteps drew closer as Twilight realized her parents were about to come in. She scrambled backwards and practically leaped onto her stool, just barely managing to look like she was reading a book when the door cracked open. “Twilight, your father and I want to talk to you about something.”



Smothering an excited squeal, she put on a broken mask of ignorance and responded, “What is it, mother?”



Her parents walked into the room, the firefly lamp illuminating her mother's light-grey coat and white-and-violet mane, while her father blended into the room's purple wallpaper a little better thanks to his blue coat and darker mane.



Her father took the initiative. “Twilight, with how much you've been studying and improving your magic, we were thinking that—”



“IwouldlovetogotoPrincessCelestia'sSchoolforGiftedUnicornsyou'rethebestparentseverI'msohappy!”



An instant later Twilight realized they hadn't actually asked her yet. She let out a quiet meep and shoved a hoof into her mouth.



Silence reigned with its awkward—but no less iron—hoof. Her parents exchanged amused looks after a few seconds. “I think she was listening in on us, dear,” her mother said.



“I do believe so, honey.”



The filly tapped her hooves together, managing to spread her spit and a fleck of lettuce that had stuck between her teeth during supper from the one to the other. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to, I just heard you talking and when you mentioned Princess Celestia's school I got really really excited andIjustcouldn't— ”



Her father gently put a hoof to her muzzle. “Woah there, little missy.” Seeing her relax, the stallion said, “We're not mad. In fact...” He sent his wife a knowing smile. “...I think you just saved us some time, is all. You really want to go?”



Twilight's face almost blurred from how quickly she was bobbing her head.



Her mother moved up beside her. “Twilight, you do realize this is going to be a lot of work, right? The school is nothing like what we've practiced together. You'll have to study every day.”



Her father tapped her on the shoulder. “I thought you said no convincing her to change her mind,” he whispered from the corner of his mouth.



“I said you couldn't tell her to go if she said she didn't want to.” She grinned wickedly. “I never said[/i] I couldn't intervene.”



“Blast it all. Never deal with a mare, that was what my old stallion told me.” Despite his words, a thin smile was perched on his face.



Sensing that their not-so private exchange was done, Twilight answered. “That's okay, mom!” She held up her book. “I like studying, see? I've been reading every day, and my friends have been helping too!” Her face scrunched up, Twilight's horn lit up and floated Smarty, Charley and Mareibu over. She let them fall onto her lap, then looked up and smiled. “They said I did a really good job lifting them.”



Her mother smiled wanly at the display, while her father seemed almost concerned. “Twilight,” he began, “that's another thing you're going to have to learn if you want to succeed in school.”



She blinked. “What is?”



Sighing, her father knelt down and picked up Mareibu Racey. “Twilight, this is a toy.” Mareibu was surrounded by a purple aura and began to dance in the air. “You can play with it, make things with it, imagine with it, even.” Suddenly, Mareibu froze. “But it doesn't talk. You can pretend it's talking, but you need to understand that it can't actually talk” He put it back onto the desk. “School is going to take up a lot of your time, and you're going to need to become more mature to manage it. That means no more talking to toys.”



Twilight found herself unable to look her father in the eyes, instead seeking her mother's comfort. All she found was a sad look. Staring at the ground, she asked, “But... there will still be time for tea parties so that I can visit my friends, right daddy?" She forced herself to match his gaze. "...Right?”



“I don't think so, Twilight. You're going to be busy, very busy.”



Inside, she felt like something had cracked, like the chip on one of her mother's nice porcelain cups.



She didn't let it break any more. “Then... Then I guess I'll just have to study hard, super hard. Then I can get ahead so that there is time for a tea party.”  Her eyes grew hard and steel filled her voice. “I want to do this.”



She felt herself pulled into an embrace. “There's my girl. Come on, I think this deserves a celebration. Donut Joe's, Twilight?”



She cheered, worries forgotten in the anticipation of sugar-frosted rings and hot cocoa, with plenty of extra marshmallows. “Oh, yes please, daddy!”



She felt herself being picked up and landed on her father's back. “Well then, let's get going!”



As they walked out of the room, she waved goodbye to her friends. Smarty returned it, while Charley made his regular salute.



The Mareibu Racey figure stood still, the plastic threads that made up its mane tangled and frizzed.








Mythixa Mysterium sat open underneath Twilight's head, its pages damp with saliva as she snored. Countless notes poked out from its pages, while Smarty Pant's notebook was fresh out, the only paper on its bindings’ leftover scraps that hadn't been torn free cleanly. A tower of books stretched to the sky and came up short, its contents going from Arcana Zenoa to Zebra Alchemy.



A cup of milk sat nearby, beside it a piece of paper that said Half-full or half-empty? Must test further. Note: Avoid spilling.



Twilight snored as her head rolled over to begin the process of soaking a new page.



Something slunk into her room, its steps but whispers on the wind. Eyes watched her from the gloom as their owner crept ever closer, never wavering from their goal. It licked its chops, already tasting victory. Rearing up, it prepared itself.



And struck.



Twilight Sparkle never stood a chance.



“Noogie noogie noogie!”



Twilight's shout of surprise swiftly turned to mad giggles as her brother, Shining Armor, mussed up her mane with a hoof. “Did'ja miss me, Twily? Say yes or I won't stop until you're as bald as a purple rock.”



“haha!-Yes, I-hah!-missed you, Shin-hehe!” The cruel and unusual greeting ended, leaving Twilight to gather herself. She noticed that some milk had splashed onto the table, which made her feel strangely sad, but at least her book tower was still standing.



A sly-looking Shining Armor jumped onto her bed and set himself down. “So, I hear you're going to be attending the old PC-S for GUs.”



Brushing her wild mane into something not-quite approaching presentable, she replied with, “Yep! I'm going to be the best magician in all of Equestria, just you wait and see!”



Shining lounged on the bed. “Oh, yeah, for sure. I can totally see you being the best magic-casting mare.”



Twilight clambered up onto the bed. “What do you mean, 'mare'? I'm going to be the best, period.” Her horn sparked and sent off a tiny firework. “See?”



He clapped slowly. “Hmm, not bad. Still, nothing compared to what your big bro can do.”



She huffed. “Oh yeah? Like what?”



His horn lit up with a pink glow, then everything went pink.



“Hey, what'd you do?” she shouted, her voice echoing a thousand times.



Shining casually brushed his coat with a hoof. “Why, I just did a little shield magic, is all.” He picked up the ball Twilight had found herself in, then gave it a roll on the floor. “Fun, yes?”



Twilight was too busy trying to get the world to stop spinning to reply.



The colt laughed as he watched his dazed sister wobble in the bottom of the ball. “Maybe I should take you back to camp, say you’re my pet gerbil. You’re a good fit for one of those balls, after all.”



Fighting the urge to taste her milk a second time, Twilight glared daggers at him. “I’m not some pet, Shiny!”



“Are you sure? I’d make you a really nice pen, with a wheel to run in and everything.”



“If you did that I would tell everypony about how scared you are of bugs.” She put her hooves to her face and made a mock scream. “Ewww, a spiderrrr. I only wish I had been a good big brother to my sister so that she would save me with her awesome magic!”



He made a devilish smile that stretched from ear-to-ear. “Oh, well then, maybe I’d tell them about how you wouldn’t even eat spaghetti since you thought it was made from snakes when you were younger.”



She crossed her hooves in defiance. “I’m not afraid of them anymore.”



“Oh, really? Well...” He leaned down and made a show of looking for any other ponies listening in. “...maybe I’ll tell everypony about why I used to call you ‘Twilight Tinkle’.”



Twilight gasped. “You wouldn’t!” she cried.



He stole a look at the bed. “I mean, the sheets felt dry, but I bet you already washed them.”



If there was one thing a big brother had to learn, it was when they carried a joke too far, and the filly’s face looking like it had turned into an overripe plum was all the hint he needed. “But I wouldn’t, because that’s not what a Big Brother Best Friend Forever should do, hey?” He winked, then looked up, something seeming to have caught his eye. “Heh, you still have Ser Charley?” He trotted over and lifted the soldier with his magic.



With some difficulty and a few choice words she had learned from Mythixa’s section on goblin curses, Twilight managed to roll her ball over. “Of course! He always likes to talk about you.”



“How could I not talk about our grand quests? Why, one of these days I shall fill an entire bookshelf with our epics. No, two bookshelves!” Ser Charley vowed.



“I bet he likes to talk about a lot of things. Did I ever tell you about our last great adventure, Twily?”



“Oh, you haven’t! Could you please tell me that one, Shiny? You always tell the best stories, and Ser Charley only ever talks about the ones you’ve already told me.” She sat down, making the ball-shield wobble.



“My memory isn’t quite as sharp as my blade, you know.”



Shining grinned. “It was right before I gave him to you when I went to the Royal Guard Cadets.” He swept his hoof through the air. “Our quest was simple, to save a fair maiden, except that there was one little complication...” He leaned forward and bared his teeth. “There was a mighty dragon guarding her! With fangs longer than a pony and sharper than any sword, scales that could deflect even the mightiest of blows, and fiery breath hotter than a volcano, it was an impossible task to defeat it. Even the greatest of heroes quaked in their horseshoes at the sight of it.”



Twilight uncovered one of her eyes. “But then, how did you save her?”



Shining struck a pose. “As I said, the greatest of heroes couldn’t do it, but we weren’t the greatest, we were the best.”



The filly looked at him with half-lidded eyes. “Don’t those mean the same thing?”



“Oh, pish-posh,” Ser Charley said. “One does not focus on the trivialities of Equestrian semantics when duelling a dragon. Unless, of course, it happens to be one that can only be bested by literacy, but those are rather rare.”



“And so,” Shining said, ignoring her, “we ventured into the creature’s lair. It was a fierce and bloody struggle and it almost seemed like we had lost. I was gripped in its terrible claws that had obviously never touched soap, staring down its gaping maw filled with cavity-ridden teeth, as it prepared to swallow me in one gulp after cooking me with its breath! But then Ser Charley, who the dragon had thought defeated, struck a mortal blow with a magic sword taken from the dragon’s horde, cutting its—”



“Ugh, Shiny, I don’t want to hear about all that gross, nasty colt stuff.”



Ser Charley was shocked. “Why, that is simply the nature of war, young master! Beasts always have terrible hygiene,” he stated matter-of-factly.



Shining, however, just smirked. “Hey, I was going easy on those details. I didn’t mention how the dragon had terrible gas and farted whenever it breathed fire, did I?”



“Ewwwww.”



“A dragon with indigestion is a thing to be feared, let me tell you!” Ser Charley added.



“Anyways, after the dragon was defeated, we rescued the princess and thought our adventure to be over. However, the princess’ aunt, leader of their country, saw my bravery and asked if I would join her as a knight. Of course, how could I refuse?”



“Indeed, one does not turn down an offer from the ruler for anything,” Ser Charley said. “Or... anyone.” His eyes closed.



Shining looked through the window at Canterlot castle. “To join her knights, though, I would have to train harder than ever before, as well as grow and learn. The first thing I learned was that as great of an ally and friend as he had been, Ser Charley wouldn’t be able to accompany me.” He put the old soldier down on desk. “I had pretended to be a knight long enough, and it was then I decided to truly become one.”



Something tightened in Twilight’s chest. “But... but what happened to Ser Charley? He’s here right now!” She reached out and touched the side of the ball, causing it to shatter into a million tiny fragments. Wisps of pink magic floated and twisted around her as she snatched the tin figurine, its paint red with rust and dented from play. “See? Come on, Charley, say something!”



Shining Armor hugged his sister. “Twilight, he’s not going to answer.”



“But why? Why won’t he? He was just talking to me!”



“Because he’s just a toy, Twilight. I grew out of him. Now you have to, too.”








Twilight felt so light she thought she was going to sprout wings like a pegasus. She had fallen into a funk when Ser Charley had stopped talking to her, but it had soon been replaced by the ever-growing desire to learn. She read book after book, until they had practically become a fifth wall in her room. Now, after all of the work she had done, she could only say two words.



“I passed! I passed!” she shouted at a grey stallion that made the mistake of getting too close to the ecstatic filly. He shuffled away, occasionally tripping over his own hooves as he looked back to make sure she wasn’t stalking him.



Cadence’s apology for Twilight temporarily deafening him hung in the air. She looked torn between chiding her or joining in, Twilight’s joy being more infectious than the feather flu.



She settled on a compromise of the two. “Twilight, I know you’re excited, but I think you’re... surprising some of the other ponies with how loud you are.” A wave of ducks took off from a nearby pond, quaking in annoyance. Cadence just barely managed to sidestep a fish one of them tried to dive-bomb her with.



Twilight blushed, her eyes following the fish as it jumped and floundered its way back to the water. “Oh, I’m sorry, Caddee. It’s just, Princess Celestia herself made me her personal propo... proton... proteh... student! Can you believe it? She said I’ll even get to raise that dragon I hatched!”



The alicorn helped the trout reach its goal with a magic nudge. She grimaced after realizing she had put a little too much power into it, her final count of skips on the water being seven. The fish, for its part, was dazed but glad enough to be home. Turning around, she replied, “If any unicorn deserved it, Twilight, it was you. You really put everything you had into studying.”



Twilight’s hoof scratched at the ground. “Yeah, everything.” The moment took over again. “Anyways, we’d better get back to my house so that I can begin packing. I’m starting tomorrow and I definitely don’t want to be late!”



As they neared the Sparkle estate, Twilight said, “When do you think mom and dad will be done doing all that paper stuff?”



Cadence looked up at the castle. “Not for a while, which is why they asked me to foalsit you.”



Twilight nodded as she flipped over a rock to reveal a hidden key. “Caddy, is this... is this going to be the last time you’re going to foalsit me?”



Cadence took the key and unlocked the door. “Probably, but that’s because you’re going to become a great magician, Twilight.” She smiled. “Ponies that can tame dragons don’t need a foalsitter, I think.” She entered the house, Twilight a half-step behind her. “And we’ll both be in the castle, so it’s not like we can’t visit each other.”



“Oh, of course! That’ll be fun,” she replied as they wiped the dirt from their hooves onto a mat. “Anyways, I’d better get started on packing.” She began to climb the stairs.



“If you need any help, don’t be afraid to ask,” Cadence called as she trotted towards the kitchen.



“Okay!” she yelled back. With a spring in her step, Twilight went into her room and pulled out a suitcase from the closet.



A half-hour later, she examined the result, which was a mound of books, scrolls, an astronomy set, winter clothes, and a very-tightly sealed cup of milk. “Hmm, I think I’m missing something…” she announced to the empty room. “Oh yeah!”



Twilight bounded over to the desk where Smarty Pants was sitting. “Smarty, I got accepted! I’m going to be the Princess’ student and everything!”



Slowly, the doll turned its head up to look at her.



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?”



An empty notebook and dry quill were waved at her, both having been used by Twilight during her study binges.



“Oh, I forgot to replace your stuff, didn’t I? Just give me a second and I’ll—”



“Don’t bother,” said an unfamiliar voice, rough and scratchy, as if its owner had never used it before.



Twilight’s ears swivelled. “Huh, who said that?”



“It’s me, Smarty Pants.”



Twilight looked down, her face awash with surprise and confusion. “But… Smarty, you don’t talk!”



“Before, maybe. Before you used up all of my notes and ink. Now I can’t write, so I have to talk.” There was an edge to her voice. “Remember the last time I wrote to you? How I used my last piece of paper and drops of ink? I asked you to replace them. You promised you would, but you never did.”



“Well, uh, I, I meant to, but I just got so focused on studying—”



“That you forgot your promise,” Smarty finished for her. “You left me to collect dust, just like you did with everyone else.”



“H-hey, that’s not true!” Twilight sputtered.



“Isn’t it?” Smarty accused. “You said you were doing all of this so that we could have a tea party and now you’re going off to some school, leaving us behind like a bunch of junk.”



Twilight felt her cheeks getting hot. “It’s not ‘some school’! It’s Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns, and I’m the Princess’ personal student. You… you should be happy for me!”



Smarty jabbed forward with the quill like a sword while holding her notepad as if it were a shield. “Happy? Happy? You’re abandoning us, Twilight! We were your friends! Why should we be ‘happy’ that you don’t think you need us anymore? Remember when you told Raggedy Ran that you’d always hold her while going to sleep? Perhaps you’ve forgotten about your promise to Madam Frillyfrocks that you would take care of her until she could be passed on to your own filly? How about telling Mareibu Racey that you would comb her hair every day? Or when you vowed to Ser Charley that you would always be there at his side to fight with him?”



The quill slid from Smarty’s grip and tumbled over the edge of the desk. “What… what about your promise that you would never leave me behind?”



“But Smarty, I’m not going to leave you behind. I’m going to take you to school with me.”



The notepad bounced off of Twilight’s snout while Smarty quivered with rage. “You don’t get it, Twilight! We’re all a part of you!” She beat her chest. “Right here, this is where we’re from, why can’t you understand that?”



Twilight rubbed her nose and muttered something under her breath.



Smarty leaned forward. “What did you just say, Twilight?”



Twilight glared at her. “I said, you’re not real. You’re just a part of my imagination.”



Smarty Pants took a step back. “Twilight Sparkle. Take that back. Say you’re sorry.”



The unicorn turned her snout up. “No,” she said simply.



Smarty turned and sat down with her back towards Twilight. “If you don’t say you’re sorry, I’ll never speak to you again.”



“No.”



The word echoed through the room in booming silence, and Twilight Sparkle suddenly felt very, very alone.



She waited for an answer. She didn’t know how long it was, but it felt like an eternity to her. Finally, she said, “Smarty, are you there?”



The plushie sat, unmoving. It was a dull grey, knitted together by threads that had begun to fray, while its mane was only a few pieces of thick, grey string. She bumped it with a hoof and watched as it flopped over limply, a pair of dull plastic eyes looking back at her.



She shook it. “Smarty, answer me!”



It hung in her grip without so much as a twitch.



Twilight put the thing on the floor, her horn glowing. “Smarty Pants, if you don’t say something, I’ll make you!”



It did nothing.



Purple magic burned through the air and hit the plushie dead-on, sending it flying into the wall. Huffing, Twilight approached it with a triumphant look. “There, I bet you wish you’d listened now, don’t you?”



The color drained from her face when she saw what she had done. Stuffing was spilling from a hole on its arm, the bottom where the beam had struck was burned and both of the eyes were missing. “S-Smarty?” She nudged it with her nose. “Oh no… what, what have I done?”



Twilight began to frantically search through her room, trying to see through the swirl of colors her watering eyes had made. “The Egghead’s Guide to the Utilization of Textual Obfuscation, Starswirl’s Theory on Relatives, How to Train Your Komodo Dragon in Thirty Days or Your Money Back? No no no no NO!” She collapsed, her chest heaving as she tried to breath. “I’ve s-spent all this time studying and n-none of these d-dumb books can fix Smarty Pants!”



She gasped. “Cadence! Cadence can fix this!” Twilight grabbed Smarty Pants in her mouth and ran down the stairs two at a time. The taste of fibre and something burnt filled her mouth as she skidded across the tiles.



She found her foalsitter in the kitchen, reading a book. Twilight spat up Smarty onto the book and let a torrent of words flow. “CadenceIwaspackingmystuffandtalkedtoSmartyPantsbutshewasreallymadatmefornotspendingtimewithherandherfriendssoshestoppedtalkingtomeandIgotreallymad and I hurt Smarty Pants and I don’t know how to fix herrr!” Tears were running down her face freely, but she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was Smarty Pants.



Cadence took one look at it and said, “Don’t worry, Twilight, I can help. Does your mother have a sewing set?” She followed the filly’s pointing hoof to the storage room, where she found a bag of old material and some needles.



As she began to cut off pieces to use, Cadence asked, “Okay, Twilight. I want you to tell me what happened slowly. The whole story. Do you think you can do that?”



Twilight nodded.



“Good. You just explain things as best as you can and I’ll focus on fixing up Smarty Pants here.”







It was nearly an hour later when Cadence finished threading the last patch on to cover the hole on Smarty’s arm. Her eyes had been replaced by a pair of buttons, one blue, the other pink, while an old blue curtain with white polka-dots had been cut up to make shorts for Smarty, covering the burn marks.



“So…” Cadence said, looking at the assembly of Madam Frillyfrocks, Mareibu Racey, Ser Charley and Smarty Pants that Twilight had convened. “Just so I know I’m understanding you correctly, you think that the only way to grow up and be good enough at school is to not have any imaginary friends?”



“Um… yes.”



Cadence chuckled. Seeing Twilight’s face, she said, “Don’t worry, I’m not laughing at you, just how, well, silly that is. Twilight, I would like you to meet a good friend of mine.” She pulled a doll from her saddlebag that would have looked like a princess, with its long, frilly dress and crown, were it not for the hard determination in its eyes.



“What is it?” Twilight asked.



“Not ‘what is it’, Twilight, ‘who is it’.” She lowered it to Twilight’s level. “This is Princess Rose, so named because while she may be beautiful, she also has some nasty thorns. Before Shining Armor went to join the Cadets, we would play pretend with each other, him with Ser Charley, and I with Princess Rose.”



“Cadence knows how to pick a winner,” Princess Rose said with a devious glint in her eyes.



Twilight blinked. “Wait, you’re—”



“No interrupting, kiddo.”



Cadence smiled and sighed. “I remember our last playdate together, the day before he left. He’d just gotten a new dragon toy and decided Rose would be the perfect damsel in distress. Of course, Rose didn’t think too kindly of that. During the final battle, Ser Charley was wounded and Shining was about to meet his fate.”



Rose snorted. “Or at least, as much as a pony could when faced by a five-inch tall plastic dragon.”



“Anyways, Rose was quite tired of waiting for her bumbling rescuers to be eaten and decided to take things into her own hooves. She found an enchanted sword and gave it to Ser Charley, healing him. Then, she taunted the dragon with insults about its mother and smell to distract it long enough for Ser Charley to strike it down.”



“My favorite was the one about its flatulence problem,” Rose added.



Twilight scratched her head. “I don’t remember Shining saying anything about the princess helping when he told me that story.”



“Oh, he would never admit to needing help from a mare.” She smirked. “Your brother is far too proud for that. But I’m getting distracted, aren’t I, Ser Charley?”



“Just a tad, my princess,” he replied.



Twilight’s mouth hung open. “What? But… but Ser Charley hasn’t said anything in a month!”



“He’s always been the strong silent type. Isn’t that right, Charley?”



Ser Charley dragged his hoof along the floor. “I must admit that no one has ever convicted me of having a loose tongue.”



Cadence took out a brush and gave Mareibu Racey a quick comb-over. “The same can’t be said about you though,” she joked.



Mareibu brushed stray hair away. “…Maybe,” she replied, smiling at her measured response. “I’ve missed you, Cadence. Twilight is super nice and she has the best taste in tea, but she doesn’t brush my mane nearly as often as I would like.”



Twilight stared, trying to grasp what was happening. “But… how are you doing this, Cadence?” she asked.



The alicorn draped a wing over Twilight and said, “It’s really quite easy, Twilight. All you need to do is believe.” She floated Madam Frillyfrocks over. “Just ask her how she’s been.”



Twilight looked at the old and battered heirloom. Its velvet coat was rough and patched, the dress stained and stretched. Then she thought about how that didn’t matter, that the Madam Frillyfrocks she knew was proper and refined and—



“And an eex-cellent conversationalist,” the old doll finished. “How have you bee-n, dear?”



“…Good?” Twilight answered unevenly.



“Most agree-able.” She looked around. “I do believe we’re stee-ll missing one member of our little group, though.”



Twilight picked up Smarty Pants. “I… I don’t think I can bring Smarty back, though. I said some really mean things and what I did afterwards…” She held Smarty to her chest, her eyes squeezed shut.



Cadence put a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “I think, Twilight, you should start with an apology.”



The unicorn sniffed and nodded. “Smarty, I’m not sure if you can ever forgive me, but I’m so, so sorry about what I did. I promise, I’ll never, ever let ink run dry or leave your notepad without paper. Even if you really meant that you’d never talk to me again, I don’t care. I… I just want you back.”



Twilight felt something poke her chest. She opened her eyes.



Smarty Pants waved timidly.



“Smarty!” she squealed as she hugged her friend.



Cadence floated an old notebook and a pencil from her bag. “Here, I think she might want these.”



Twilight gave them to Smarty, who wasted no time writing a note comprised of two simple words.



Tea party?







It was not every day that Twilight Sparkle found herself able to host a tea party with all of her friends. But, when she thought about it, that was what made them so special.
      

      
   
      The Shelter in the Forest


      

      
      
         "Why does Zecora's hut have to be so deep in the Everfree?"



Apple Bloom whispered the question to herself, as she feared something in the trees might hear her. All around her, the black limbs of the Everfree Forest twisted and whirled. In the darkness, they looked like things that had been moving, but then stopped for fear of being seen by her. It only made Apple Bloom surer that something was watching her.



She had gone along the path many times to visit her zebra friend, but on this day, a fallen tree had blocked her usual route. She knew of at least one side trail, but somewhere along the way, she'd gotten turned around. A little ball of fear in her throat told her she was lost, and it was becoming harder and harder for her to choke it down.



"It'll be fine," she told herself. "Any second now, I'll see the backside of Zecora's hut and then everything'll be fine."



But the more she walked, the more lost she became, and the more it sounded like she was fooling herself. That feeling of being watched got worse. The gazes of hundreds of eyes she imagined out there in the forest were like pinpricks over her skin, and those pinpricks were making her antsy. With every step she took, the urge to bolt grew.



"Okay, Apple Bloom," she told herself, "it ain't over yet. Just think! What're you supposed to do when you get lost in the woods? Didn't Big Macintosh say somethin' about that once?"



If ever ya get lost in the forest, Everfree or otherwise, don't keep movin' or you'll just get more lost. Hug a tree and call for help instead. Eventually, somepony'll hear ya and they'll come find ya.



That sounded like good advice. Except that the first tree she looked at was not one she wanted to hug: it was covered in thorns. The next one was wrapped up in a vine that looked like poison ivy. The third one was slimy to the touch. It sure didn't help that every single was black and loomed up over her threateningly.



"Help!" she yelled at the top of her lungs. Even if she wasn't really hugging a tree, she might still be able to attract somepony's attention. "Help, somepony! I'm lost!"



She attracted attention, all right. To her left, the brush rattled, and cold fear shot through her.



"Z-Zecora?" she mumbled. The bushes rustled again, and without a second thought, she took off, galloping as fast as her little legs could carry her, crashing through twisted branches and tangled vines, until she'd forgotten what it was she was running from, or running to, or what she was even doing in this forest in the first place.



When at last she realized that running wasn't doing her any good, she stopped in a small clearing filled with glowing blue mushrooms, and plunked herself down on the mossy forest floor.



"I just wanna go home..." She hiccupped and tears slid down her cheeks. She didn't want something else to come crashing out of the bushes at her, but she couldn't stop herself from crying at the hopelessness of her situation. If anypony had actually heard her, it was likely they'd get lost in the forest, too. And then they would call for help, and somepony else would come and get lost looking for them. If that kept up, all of Ponyville would be lost in the Everfree Forest, calling out for help and shaking the bushes, only to get spooked and run away again.



The thought of all those ponies lost in the same place made her giggle. She sniffed and scrubbed the tears from her cheek.



Even when things look really dark and hopeless and awful, just remember: if you can laugh, you haven't lost hope!



"Thanks, Pinkie Pie," Apple Bloom whispered to herself. "It still doesn't change the fact that I'm lost, though. I don't even know how long I've been out here."



She looked up to the sky, but all she could see were dark branches overhead. Time passed differently in the Everfree Forest, where sun and moon could not be seen through the tangled trees, and there was no way to tell what time of day it was, or how long it had been since she'd first set hoof in the forest.



"All right, Apple Bloom, think. Ya ain't gettin' out of this by doin' nothin'. If ya keep runnin', you're just gonna end up more lost. So the thing to do is plunk down right here, just like Big Macintosh said."



There was a roar somewhere in the distance, though it wasn't distant enough to prevent her skin crawling in fear.



"Okay, maybe not right here..."



Her stomach growled, echoing the roar that had just sounded elsewhere in the forest. Apple Bloom giggled softly at the noise, and the giggling helped calm her fears so she could think easier.



It was time to take stock of her situation. Looking around the clearing she was in, she saw nothing but those glowing mushrooms.



"I bet these ain't eatable," she murmured, and reached out to sniff one. As she did so, it started to glow brighter. She stepped back, curious, and then reached out again with a hoof. The blue glow got brighter again. With a smile, she nipped one up with her teeth and held it pointing forward. It shone ahead of her like a flashlight, just bright enough to cut through the gloom.



Its stem was also woody and tasted like dirt. Apple Bloom made a note to find something else to eat.



Still, having figured out a way to make the Everfree less scary gave her a sense of pride. With her head held high, she trotted off to find another clearing, one with food, to fix her first problem.



Finding food in the Everfree Forest was a matter of knowing which plants were edible and which weren't. She was certainly no expert yet, but Zecora had taught her a lot about the plant life near her hut, and Apple Bloom was quickly remembering the lessons.



When tasty berries you have seen, you eat the red, but not the green.



Apple Bloom slowed as she caught a flash of red out of the corner of her eye. A large bush, taller than she was, sported little diamond-shaped berries, in many different colors. The simple rhyme made it easy. She plucked a few of the red ones off the branches and popped them into her mouth. They were a little tart, but tasty nevertheless, and soon she had eaten all the ripe red berries she could find, leaving the nasty green ones and questionable blue ones behind. It wasn't enough to fill her stomach, but better than leaving it empty.



"All right, that's food. Now it's time to, uh..."



She looked around herself, trying hard to focus on the situation at hoof. This clearing was smaller than the last one she had been in, but it was more open, too. The trees weren't quite so leering, and the surrounding plants were mostly bushes, many of which she could see over into the forest. A good line of sight deeper into the Everfree would be important to keep herself aware of any lurking dangers.



"Okay," she said to herself, "this doesn't look like a bad place to stay the night. I guess." She said the last part a little fearfully, glancing out of the corner of her eye in case something might be watching her.



She planted her glowing mushroom in the middle of the clearing and considered her options.



"I should get some wood, maybe. I could make a signal fire!" She blinked, and then shook her head. "On second thought, that's not a good idea. I'd more likely burn the whole forest down. But with wood, I could, uh..."



Apple Bloom, you always gotta remember, the most important thing in life is your home and your family. If you're ever in a jam, don't forget to call on us first, okay?



Her family. Apple Bloom knew Applejack would especially be worried about her. Her older sister always fretted something fierce whenever she got in trouble.



Thinking about Applejack got Apple Bloom feeling sorry for herself again. What she wouldn't give to see her older sister again, to have her right here, right now.



But AJ was right. Home was the most important thing, and if Apple Bloom was going to survive the night, she needed to make herself a home here.



Quickly, she began coming up with a list. "Wood, and leaves, and sticks, and bark..."



She traced pictures in the dirt as she thought of things to find, and that quickly turned into a sketch of a lean-to as the idea became more clear to her. If she placed it against one of the larger trees ringing the clearing, it would be enough shelter to keep her warm and, hopefully, safe, during the night. She thought it was night, anyway, or getting close to it. She picked up her mushroom and set about looking for any materials she could use to make a shelter.



Finding wood in a forest was not hard; the real trick was getting pieces that could be put together as a structure. Apple Bloom didn't have any tools, and if she spent the evening tearing bark off of trees with her teeth, she would be looking at a night of pain from a sore mouth.



She looked around for anything that could help her. A scattering of rocks in the area could be made into tools, perhaps, but that would require getting vines and branches, which she needed tools to gather! She was going nowhere fast and this endless cycle of problems was making her dizzy.



"Think, Apple Bloom!" she yelled. Then a bit of advice came to her, something that Twilight Sparkle had told her and her friends once.



You girls are always getting in over your heads! Listen, if you ever run into a problem that seems overwhelming, try and break it down into smaller problems first. That way you can have a bunch of little successes, and each success will make you feel like you can conquer the next! Maybe that can help you think things through the next time to you decide to go water skiing...



Apple Bloom took a closer look at the rocks. Some of them were flat and shiny, and had broken in very neat ways. She thought she recognized them.



"I bet it's flint!" she cried. Flint would make an excellent cutting edge, and without her needing to shape it into a tool first. Excited, she picked up a good-sized piece and whacked it against one of the larger boulders sitting nearby. After a few good hits, it had flaked into a thin, sharp blade that she could easily hold in her mouth.



With her new cutting tool in play, gathering wood was no problem at all. She even started humming to herself while working, forgetting all about the big, dark, scary trees surrounding her. She lost herself in the work, notching branches, positioning bark slabs, using an old hollow log for a major support and making sure everything fit together just right.



Moving the building blocks of the shelter around made her feel like a big pony, like she was in control of an otherwise hopeless situation. She felt responsible for the first time in her life. Most of all, she felt a huge sense of satisfaction and accomplishment when her lean-to had been completed. She gazed at it, smiling, seeing small places where she could have improved things, but deciding it wasn't worth fussing with anymore.



She was, after all, extremely tired now.



She scampered into the shelter, taking care to reposition a mat she'd woven from moss and vines to cover and hide the entrance, and not a moment too soon. From nearby came the heavy sounds of footsteps -- large footsteps -- and something big and hungry sniffing the air.



Apple Bloom shrank back into the comforting shadows of her new little home. Through a gap in the mat of vines, she could see a large timberwolf. It must have picked up her scent while she was working! As it sniffed around in the clearing, she realized that all she had to protect herself now was the little flint knife she'd made. She could only hope that the camouflage of the shelter would be enough to keep the wooden wolf from discovering her.



The timberwolf drew closer and closer, circling the clearing with its nose to the ground. Every time it passed her shelter, Apple Bloom shrank back from the wall, fearing that this would be the last pass and she would have to face its snarling fangs in her lean-to.



But the crash of the wolf through her wooden hut never came. With a short grunt, the timberwolf bounded off into the forest, on a path Apple Bloom realized was the one she'd been gathering wood on earlier. The wolf must have gotten confused and followed the wrong scent! Apple Bloom was ready to celebrate, but she kept her excitement in check. It was always possible that the beast could circle back for her later. She had to keep herself at the ready and be prepared for any intruders, and that meant remaining alert and vigilant until the coast was clear.



Instead, she fell asleep. The search for building materials, not to mention all the frightened running and having to hide from the timberwolf, had worn her out completely and there was nothing she could do to keep herself awake. It was a peaceful sleep, with a happy and peaceful dream, broken only when by a very familiar voice calling her name.



"Apple Bloom? Apple Bloom!"



"Applejack?"



The voice of her sister sounded very far away, yet it was a sound that she had thought she would never hear again. There was no way she could mistake it for anypony else.



"Applejack!" she shouted, emerging from her lean-to. "I'm over here!"



"Apple Bloom, I found ya! Quick, girls, follow me!"



Apple Bloom followed the sound of shouting and galloping hooves growing closer and closer. Before long, Applejack, her friends, Big Macintosh, Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle and Zecora broke through the foliage and they all met in a clearing. Apple Bloom was so happy to see them all, she couldn't decide who to hug first. Thankfully, Applejack saved her the trouble and swept her up in a tight hug.



"Oh Apple Bloom, I've been so worried about you!" she cried.



Apple Bloom sniffed. "I'm sorry for makin' ya worry, Applejack! I was goin' to Zecora's but I got sidetracked and then I got lost and..."



"What's this?" Twilight Sparkle interrupted. She was studying the lean-to.



"Oh, that..." Apple Bloom suddenly felt embarrassed, having her work observed so closely. "It's nothin', really. I just knew I'd have to stay out in the forest a while, and so I put it together so I'd have somewhere safe and dry to sleep." She got a little more excited as she added, "And the whole reason I got it done is because I remembered all the advice y'all gave me before!"



Applejack smiled at her sister, pride streaming from her face through the tears of happiness. Sweetie and Scootaloo came over and hugged Apple Bloom tightly.



"We go worried when you didn't show up at the clubhouse," Sweetie Belle explained.



"I totally did an aerial search and rescue," Scootaloo boasted, her lie obvious to everypony, "but the trees were too thick to see through."



"So then we organized a real search and rescue," Pinkie Pie exclaimed, hopping up and down. "We got your sister and your brother and your friends and our friends and Zecora..."



"Your friends all rushed, in your time of need," said Zecora, cutting Pinkie off. "You are truly a lucky pony indeed."



"Eeyup," Big Mac agreed.



"I'm so glad you're safe, Apple Bloom," Applejack said. "And I'm mighty proud my little sister is resourceful enough to look after herself in a scary, dangerous place like this." A little more harshly, she added, "But don't think that means you can just go wanderin' off into the Everfree Forest on your own again. I'm gonna be keepin' a close eye on you from now on!"



"Don't worry, AJ," Apple Bloom laughed. "After what happened to me today, I don't think I'll be comin' back to the Everfree Forest for a looong time! No offense, Zecora."



"Nevermind that," said Scootaloo suddenly.



"Look at your flank!" cried Sweetie Belle.



Apple Bloom untangled herself from her friends and looked. There, on her flank, where before had been nothing but blank yellow fur, was a picture of a little house. It was a log cabin, with smoke rising from the chimney. Above the door, she could just barely make out a little picture of a heart with a tiny apple stem and leaf.



"I got..." Apple Bloom couldn't breathe. "I got my cu..."



The words wouldn't come out. She started to cry, in relief and in happiness, as everypony gathered together and hugged her tightly. Then, together, they made their way out of the Everfree Forest.
      

      
   
      Winter Lily


      

      
      
         Quick Silver trudged slowly through the deep snow. He was a large pony, but even the snow wanted to swallow him as it covered his knees. His soft gray coat was wet from the melted snow, and his white mane and tail were damp from the snowflakes that had fallen on them. The only thing that kept him warm was his armor – bright, shining, violet armor. It would normally be cool to the touch, but in the winter, the Royal Guard was given insulated armor to keep from freezing during the bitter cold. His helmet protected his eyes from the incoming snow as he kept climbing up the mountain. His destination was at the top, and he was determined to reach it. His goal was simple: to pick a flower from the mountaintop and bring it back for his princess. 



	But this was no ordinary flower; it was special. More special than a rose or daisy found at the market. This was a Winter Lily. A flower so rare and hard to find, that few even believe it exists. The flower itself holds magical properties. At first glance, it is green and normal like any other plant. But when struck by the light of the first full moon of winter, it changes from a plain flower, to one with a magical beauty that shines with the light of moon itself. It is also special in the way that once it blooms, it will not wilt until the first day of spring. 



	He would find that flower and bring it home.



	Even though the sun was still out, he could not see. A harsh wind had formed and began to blow in his face, taking any ice in the air with it. His brown eyes squinted as he tried to see and struggled against the wind. He had his goal, and he would not give up until he achieved it.



	When his hooves met hard rock, he looked up. His eyes widened as the size of the tunnel before him. Quietly stepping inside, he knew he was on the right track; he could feel it in his bones. If he could get past the tunnel and its guardian, he would be on the hidden path that would take him where he wanted to go. The path was a well kept secret by the few who have managed to reach it. The others never did as they faced one big problem – the Crystal Guardian. 



	He had never seen it, but according to legend, the guardian was a massive dragon whose scales shone like crystal. It protected the flowers with its sharp claws and gleaming teeth from anyone who wanted to take them. The dragon considered the Lily its greatest treasure, never to be seen by outsiders. 



	His steps were slow and quiet. Ears pricked forward as he could make out the faraway sound of snoring. With each step, he grew closer to the dragon, and in doing so, closer to discovery. He made his breath slow and his hooves silent. He did not want to wake up the mighty beast. After what seemed like an eternity, he found the mouth of a large cave. Peering inside, he quickly ducked behind the wall. Taking a deep breath, he slowly looked inside. 



	A large dragon slept peacefully on top of a pile of glittery treasure. Small beams of moonlight shone through the cracks above it. He was amazed that the legends about the dragon were true. His white scales shone and sparkled like crystal under the moonlight, reflecting onto the walls of black rock. Large, silver claws dug into the coins and gems that made his bed. A long, scaly tail wrapped itself around its huge body. The silvery spines along his back seemed to glow under the light, giving the dragon a god-like appearance.



	Quick Silver shook his head and focused. He did not want to be hypnotized by the monster as he had a job to complete. Watching his step with a careful eye, he slowly made his way along the edges of the cave. Brown eyes watched the Crystal Guardian, careful not to wake him and reveal himself to the beast. He froze when his hoof collided with a small pile of gems, sending them crashing to the ground. 



	He began to sweat as the dragon stirred from its slumber. He dared not move, but gave a sigh of relief when the dragon simply rolled over and continued snoring.  Being more careful, he made his way to the small tunnel hidden at the back of the cave. Once he had made it inside the tunnel, he let out a breath that he did not know he was holding. Staying silent, he quickly walked down the dark path. His direction was true when he felt cold air on his face.



	Upon his exit of the tunnel, he saw a small, bluish trail leading up to a hole in the mountain ahead of him. With a deep breath, he took a step forward. When his hoof touched the cold ground, he heard a crack and looked down. The blue trail was beginning to crack. He watched in horror as the crack continued to crawl up the mountain while growing in size. His eyes widened when the crack went under a large pile of snow, causing it to come crashing down the mountain, bringing more snow along with it. 



	Narrowing his eyes, he stood his ground as his horn began to glow a soft gray. He waited until the avalanche had come close before making his move as he focused his magic. Once the avalanche was upon him, his magic quickly surrounded his body, protecting him from the impact. He then charged straight into the snow.



	It was heavy and thick, but he pushed through. He could feel it shifting under his hooves, just waiting to slide out and swallow him. Knowing that he could only last for so long, he picked up the pace. If he didn't hurry, his magic would run out and the snow would have him. 



	His magic fizzled to a stop just as he could see the entrance. Since he was too focused on his target to notice, he plummeted directly into the snow. It was deeper than he first thought as it towered a full head higher than the top of his helmet. He glared at the hole above him and came to a decision. Coughing out the melting snow from his throat, crouched as much as he could, and then leaped. 



	His large body crashed against the snow’s edge, and when he felt himself sliding back into the hole, he jumped forward again. He forced himself through the snow with a blind determination that not even the Crystal Guardian could stop. The ice in his lungs made it hard to breathe, but he pushed on. It wasn't until his strength was sapped by the snow did he collapse. 



	Noticing that he wasn't sinking, he slowly lifted his head to figure out what was going on. The floor was still cold, but hard. His pupils shrunk when he realized that he was at the mouth of a small cave. He pushed himself to his hooves, gathering what little strength he still had, and looked around. 



	The cave was small and filled with rocks of all sizes. Deciding to lean against the largest one by the entrance, he let himself breathe so he could recover. For a moment, he wondered if he was in the right place. Looking up at the full moon, he figured that he would soon find out. He gulped in nervousness as the moon went higher into the sky. He straightened up and let a smile slowly form on his face when he saw that the rocks had begun to glow a soft white. When the large rock he was leaning on began to glow brighter than the others, he ignored his exhaustion and charged into the cave, determined to beat the beam of light that had suddenly shot out of the rock and bounced on the walls of the cave.



	He raced down the tunnel until he came to a small pool of clear water. His brown eyes focused on the small patch of green flower buds sitting on a patch of dirt in the middle. He held his breath when the beam of light suddenly hit the unopened flowers before disappearing in a bright flash of light. 



	He watched in wonder as the green stems began to turn a dark blue. Once their color half changed, the flowers began to blossom. Each one had six, snow-white petals curling outwards to form brilliant stars. When they had stretched to their fullest, a trail of ice blue began to travel down the petals as if a brush had just painted them. When the blue stopped midway, every single blossom began to glow softly, giving off the only light in the cave. 



	Taking a step forward, he waded into the surprisingly warm water until he reached the flower patch. Picking a small hoof-full with his magic, he carefully brought them to his side before getting out of the water and heading out of the cave. 



	Once outside, he noticed that the Winter Lilies were as bright as the full moon that hung in the night sky. He was going to head back the way he came, but stopped as he noticed a faint trail of silver light heading down a different path down the mountain. He soon realized that the light was coming from the flowers themselves. Feeling a sense of safety from the light, he followed it, somehow knowing that it would lead him safely down the mountain.








	“And then what happened?” a young filly voice cried out.

	

	“Patience. Let me finish and you’ll find out,” a colt softly said.



	“Well, hurry up!” she impatiently said as the colt chuckled.



	“Alright. Now hush and let me read,” he playfully answered back.








	Quick Silver brought up his large hoof and knocked on the heavy door in front of him, hiding the flowers behind his back. He paid no mind to his messy appearance. After his long trip down the mountain and to his town, he did not stop until he had reached the large palace at its heart. The Hearth’s Warming Eve was that night, and he simply couldn't wait until the actual day.



	He snapped out of his trance as the door slowly opened to reveal a blue, winged unicorn mare. A small, silver tiara sat atop a baby blue mane streaked with white. A matching tail gently swayed back and forth. Her dark blue eyes brightened when she saw him. 



	She opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted as a bouquet of white blossoms, surrounded by gray magic, suddenly appeared before her. With a gasp, she carefully grasped them with her own white magic. Sitting down, she cradled them as if they were a foal; she looked up at Quick Silver in wonder.



	“Happy Hearth’s Warming,” he joyfully said.



	“Are these…” she whispered.



	“Winter Lilies,” he confirmed.



	“How did you get these?” She knew how difficult they were to get. The only way to even find the path was to get past the Crystal Guardian since it was hidden by magic. 



	“Through a lot of work, but nothing that I can’t handle. Just another day for your favorite member of the Royal Guard. Taking on the impossible,” he spoke while puffing out his chest in pride.



	“Why go through all the trouble?” His chest deflated as he lovingly looked in her eyes. His own brown ones were as gentle as his voice.



	“You said that your father gave them to your mother, and his father before him, and his father before him. Said you wanted to marry somepony determined enough to follow the tradition for you…to bring back a flower of equal beauty to their special somepony.”



	Her eyes had begun to fill with tears as he spoke. She broke his gaze as she looked down at the perfect, glowing lilies in her hooves. Firmly grabbing them with their magic, she stood up and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before wrapping her arms around him. Raising his hooves, he brought her into a tight hug. They stood there for what seemed like hours until he heard a small thank you being whispered in his ear.



	She slowly pulled away and turned around, pausing at the door. Turning to look at him with a smile, she walked inside. His body filled with warmth as he followed her inside before softly closing the door behind him.








	“And then what happened!?” a purple filly’s voice cracked.

	

“They lived happily ever after, Twilight,” the colt laughed as he closed the book. Sitting at the edge of his sister’s bed, he looked at her, who in turn was staring at him from under her covers. Her bright, violet eyes shone with wonder.



	“Shining!” she called out.



	“What is it?” He tilted his head in curiosity. 



	“Are you gonna marry a princess when you become a guard too?” He tousled her purple mane with his hoof despite her protests. He had a wide grin on his face.



	“You bet, kiddo.”



	“And you’re gonna protect her and and everything?” She asked, almost as if making sure that he meant it.



	“Duh,” he gave her nose a small tap. 



	“Even from monsters? Are you gonna fight ‘em like a knight too?” His grin only grew as she began to hit the air as if he was fighting an invisible enemy with her smaller hooves. She was determined to defeat the invisible monster.



	“How are you going to do it?” She questioned him.



	“I’m gonna join the Royal Guard like Quick Silver, and I’m gonna be the best guard ever! I’ll even be the captain! I’ll protect Equestria, my princess, mom and dad, and I’ll even protect you from all the scary monsters when the time comes! Just you wait!” She couldn't help but giggle at his enthusiasm. “And after I become captain, we’re gonna get married, and our love will be so strong it’ll send everypony flying with how awesome it is!” He exclaimed while he struck a heroic a pose with a goofy smile while still holding the storybook in his hoof.



	Standing up, he set the book down on the nightstand next to Twilight’s bed before heading to the door. Stopping by a lamp on the wall, he assured his sister with a smile.



	“You just watch, Twilight. I’m gonna do it, and nothing will stop me. Now get some rest or you’ll be too tired for your entrance exam at Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns.”



	“Can you read me another one of Quick Silver’s stories?” she innocently called out.



	“Go to sleep, Twilight. I’ll read you another tomorrow. Good night and good luck with your test tomorrow,” he said with a chuckle as he turned off the lights. 



	“G’night,” she replied with a yawn. She watched him close the door, leaving her to herself. Looking out the window at the falling snow, she whispered to herself before curling up under her blanket with a smile.



	“Thanks big brother. I hope you find your princess. I know you will one day.”



	Her eyelids closed as she drifted off to sleep, smile firmly in place.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie's Balloons


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie briskly trotted through the bustling markets of Ponyville. On any normal day, she would have taken her time to say “Hello!” and “How ya doing?” and “Good to see ya!” to everypony she came across. But today, she was a mare on a mission. She had some very important matters to discuss with a pony named Funny Business.



“Well, good morning, Pinkie!” Funny Business waved at Pinkie Pie, causing the oversized shoe on his hoof to flop back and forth. He adjusted his curly, rainbow-striped wig before setting his hoof back down. “You’re looking quite bubbly today!” 



Pinkie Pie smiled and nodded, sending her frizzy mane bouncing. “I suppose I am feeling bubbly. Though I must say, you’re looking even sillier than normal.”



While the two ponies spoke, a small pug sat by Funny Business’s side. The dog looked up at Pinkie Pie and wagged its tail.



“Why, thank you, my dear!” The clown pony bowed so low that his muzzle squished into a horn laying on ground. The horn made a bright, squeaky honk. “Now, how can I help you today?”



“I,” said Pinkie Pie, reaching into her saddlebags and pulling out a small brown pouch full of bits, “would like five of your finest balloons.”



“Of course! Only the best for you, Pinkie,” said Funny Business. He turned to his side, where a bunch of balloons were tied onto a rubber chicken. He picked out the five biggest, most colorful balloons, untied them from the rubber chicken, and tied them onto Pinkie Pie’s curly tail. “After all, you’re my favorite customer.”



Pinkie Pie looked behind her. She had five of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. These would be perfect! “Thanks, Funny! Time to put these to good use!” Before leaving, she gave Funny Business’s dog a quick pat on the head. “Hi, doggie.” With that, she waved farewell and trotted in the direction of Sugarcube Corner. 








As she trotted through the marketplace, Pinkie Pie saw a familiar face. “Hiya, Applejack!”



Applejack was frowning at nothing in particular, but she smiled as soon as she saw Pinkie Pie approach. “Well hey there, Pinkie. You sure are a sight for sore eyes.” She adjusted the stand in front of her, where she had baskets full of apples for sale.



“Is something wrong?” Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “You don’t seem too happy.”



“I’m tryin’,” said Applejack with a huff, “but business ain’t quite cooperatin’ with me.” She pointed at the other ponies shopping in the markets. “There’s plenty of folks doin’ their shoppin’ today, but not one of ‘em has bought any apples from me today.”



“Huh. Well, that’s weird.” Pinkie Pie leaned in to look at the basket of apples in front of her. The fruit’s skin was so polished that she could see her own reflection. “These look extra tasty today.”



“It ain’t the apples that’re the problem.” Applejack sighed and tipped her hat out of her eyes. “Folks just don’t seem to notice my little ol’ apple stand with so many other shops here. It’s tough to make my apples stand out!”



“Hmm...” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin and looked behind her. She had five of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. She needed them for something important, but this was more important. She untied a red balloon from her tail and tied it onto Applejack’s cart. “How about this? Balloons are a great way to draw a crowd. And look: this one’s red, just like your apples.”



As soon as Pinkie Pie tied the balloon in place, a small group of ponies walked up to Applejack’s cart. “Oh, there you are, Applejack!” said one of the ponies with a smile. “I was looking everywhere for your cart, but I couldn’t find it.”



Applejack’s jaw hung open. “Well, ain’t that somethin’?” She turned back to Pinkie Pie and gave her a hug. “Thanks a heap, Pinkie. This’ll be a huge draw for business, just like you said it would.”



Pinkie Pie beamed. “Glad I could help, AJ. Ooo!” She leapt up into the air, turned, and resumed her trot toward Sugarcube Corner. “Gotta run, though! I still have lots to do today.”



“Sure thing!” Applejack waved goodbye. “I’ll see ya later.”








As she trotted through the park, Pinkie Pie saw a familiar face. “Hiya, Fluttershy!”



With a squeak, Fluttershy spun around and held a shaking hoof to her face, but she smiled as soon as she saw Pinkie Pie approach. “Oh! Um, good morning, Pinkie. I didn’t hear you coming.” She shuffled a hoof across the grass and tilted her head away, hiding her face behind her flowing pink mane.



“Is something wrong?” Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “You don’t seem too happy.”



“Oh, I didn’t mean to bother you.” Fluttershy stepped to the side. Behind her, a tiny red robin looked up at Pinkie Pie and chirped happily. “It’s just that I’ve been trying to help my baby bird friend, Shoelace, and, um...”



“Hiya, Shoelace! My name’s Pinkie Pie.” She rested her belly on the grass and smiled at the tiny bird. “That sure is an interesting name. I wonder why a robin would name their son Shoelace. Anyway, what’s up, little guy?”



Fluttershy looked out from behind her mane and bit her lip. “Well, he’s only a baby robin. He’s still learning how to fly.” As if to prove her point, Shoelace flapped his wings as fast as he could, yet he didn’t lift off the ground. “I was trying to give him some flying lessons, you see, but he still needs a lot of help.”



“Hmm...” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin and looked behind her. She had four of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. She needed them for something important, but this was more important. She untied a blue balloon from her tail and tied it around the robin’s waist. “There ya go! Nothing like a balloon to give you some extra lift. Besides, blue is totally your color!”



Shoelace took a few timid flaps of his wings, then with a running start, he flapped with all his might. Between his own wing power and the lift from the balloon, he hovered a few feet into the air. Shoelace chirped happily and flew circles around Fluttershy’s head.



“Oh, Shoelace, how wonderful!” Fluttershy sat up and clapped her front hooves together. As the robin flew around the park, Fluttershy walked up to Pinkie Pie and gave her a hug. “Thank you so much, Pinkie. That worked perfectly, and now Shoelace is so happy.”



Pinkie Pie beamed. “Don’t worry about it, Fluttershy. I’m sure he’ll be able to fly all by himself in no time.” She quickly waved and continued her trot across the park. “Speaking of time, I gotta get a move on!”



“Oh, yes, that’s right!” Fluttershy waved back. “Thanks again.”








As she trotted past Carousel Boutique, Pinkie Pie saw a familiar face. “Hiya, Rarity!”



Rarity was quietly muttering to herself and shaking her head as she exited her shop, but she smiled as soon as she saw Pinkie Pie approach. “Pinkie Pie! How marvelous to see you.” She closed the door to her store behind her and trotted over to Pinkie Pie. “I’m afraid you caught me at a bad time. I was just about to step out, you see.”



“Is something wrong?” Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “You don’t seem too happy.”



Rarity shook her head. “Indeed, something is wrong, and its timing is positively dreadful.” She ran a hoof over her mane, brushing some of the stray hairs back into place. “You see, I’ve been working on a new dress for a client of mine, and it’s just missing...” She spun her hoof in a circle as she tried to think of the right word.



“Missing what?” asked Pinkie Pie.



“That’s just it! I don’t know!” Rarity held a hoof to her face and sighed. “The design of the dress is stunning, and the fabric choice is perfect, but it’s just missing something! That flare! That pizzaz!” She shook her head. “I’m at my wit’s end. I would travel to Canterlot for some inspiration, but I simply do not have the time right now.”



“Hmm...” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin and looked behind her. She had three of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. She needed them for something important, but this was more important. She untied a orange balloon from her tail and held it in front of Rarity. “Maybe it just needs some more color? This orange is nice and bright.”



Rarity stared at the balloon and raised an eyebrow. “That color... Hmm, it almost reminds me of... amber!” With a shimmer of light in her eyes, she gasped and gave Pinkie Pie a hug. “Oh, Pinkie, you’re a genius! A line of amber stones along the neckline would give the whole outfit that pop it so badly needs.” She stopped and winced at Pinkie Pie. “You wouldn’t mind terribly if I borrowed your balloon, would you, Pinkie? That color is just perfect, and I might need to refer to it again...”



Pinkie Pie beamed. “Of course you can! I’m just glad my idea helped you out.” She turned and trotted off toward Sugarcube Corner. “I really need to get moving though! I don’t want to be late, after all!”



“Of course, dear. I won’t keep you.” Rarity waved farewell to Pinkie Pie. “Ta-ta for now.”








As she trotted past the library, Pinkie Pie saw a familiar face. “Hiya, Twilight!”



Twilight Sparkle yawned and rubbed her eyes, but she smiled as soon as she saw Pinkie Pie approach. “Mmm, good morning, Pinkie Pie.” She trotted up to her library, coming from the direction of the markets. She was wearing her saddlebags, which were filled with books, test tubes, and some flasks with brightly colored liquid inside. “Need anything? I’m a little busy.”



“Is something wrong?” Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “You don’t seem too happy.”



Twilight Sparkle sat upright and stretched her hooves behind her head. “Well, I was up late last night, doing some science experiments in my basement. I had wanted to test a few chemical reactions, but I couldn’t finish them.” She pouted and kicked at some loose gravel. “As part of a test, I needed to dissolve some gases into the solution, but I ran out of gas!”



“That’s a problem?” Pinkie Pie scrunched up her face. “Mr. and Mrs. Cake usually get annoyed at me when I have one too many burritos.”



Twilight Sparkle groaned and rolled her eyes. “I meant, gases like oxygen or hydrogen. I need some gas for my experiments to work at all. I tried to buy some in town, but you wouldn’t believe how hard it is to find proper chemistry supplies in Ponyville.” She sighed and drooped her head. “I guess I can’t do these experiments, after all.”



“Hmm...” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin and looked behind her. She had two of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. She needed them for something important, but this was more important. She untied a green balloon from her tail and held it in front of Twilight Sparkle. “What about this balloon? It has gas inside it, right?”



Twilight Sparkle’s eyes lit up, and she grinned widely. “Of course! Party balloons have helium inside them. I could use the gas inside your balloon. That should be more than enough.” She walked up to Pinkie Pie and gave her a hug. “Thanks, Pinkie. I owe you one!”



Pinkie Pie beamed. “Hey, what are friends for, right? Just remember: when you’re doing your experiments, safety first!” She gasped and galloped toward Sugarcube Corner. “And I’m getting dangerously close to being late!”



“Late?” At first, Twilight Sparkle frowned and scratched her head. Then, an idea clicked in her head. “Oh, right! See you later, Pinkie!”








As she trotted up to Sugarcube Corner, Pinkie Pie saw a familiar face. “Hiya, Rainbow Dash!”



Rainbow Dash didn’t reply. She was flying in the air in front of Sugarcube Corner, with a dark, bloated storm cloud sloshing around on her back. Rain leaked out of the cloud directly onto Rainbow Dash’s back, soaking the poor pegasus. She coughed and sputtered as rain water flowed over her face. Her mane clung damply to the side of her head.



“Is something wrong?” Pinkie Pie tilted her head. “You don’t seem too... dry.”



Rainbow Dash grunted. “It’s this dumb rain cloud. Somepony put way too much water in it, and now it’s leaking all over the place.” She shivered and rubbed her front legs together as she hovered in the air. “Now it’s soaking everything. Especially me!”



Pinkie Pie scratched her head. “Well, couldn’t you fly someplace else? You wouldn’t be so soggy if you weren’t underneath the cloud.”



“I can’t!” Rainbow Dash frowned down at Pinkie Pie. “Like I said, this cloud is too heavy. I need to hold it up, or else it’ll crash onto the ground and make an even bigger mess.” She whimpered and tried to brush her wet mane back into place. “I can’t let that happen, but getting soaked totally stinks.”



“Hmm...” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin and looked behind her. She had one of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. She needed it for something important, but this was more important. She untied the purple balloon from her tail and held it up so Rainbow Dash could see it. “What about this balloon? Do you think that could hold the cloud for you?”



“Omigosh!” Rainbow Dash’s eyes bulged and she squealed in delight. “Pinkie Pie, you’re a lifesaver!” She reached out with her hooves. “Ready!”



Pinkie Pie released the balloon. It drifted up through the air and into Rainbow Dash’s waiting hooves. She tied the balloon around the storm cloud with a blur of motion. Slowly and cautiously, she released her grip on the cloud, which wobbled and dripped but did not fall.



“Yes!” Rainbow Dash did a backflip in the air, before diving to the ground and tackling Pinkie Pie with a soggy hug. “Oops, sorry.” She chuckled and scratched the back of her head. “Didn’t mean to get you wet, too. But seriously, Pinkie, you’re the best!”



Pinkie Pie beamed. “No problemo, Dashie! It’s a good thing that I showed up when I did.” While sticking out her tongue, she walked up to the front door of Sugarcube Corner and opened it. “But if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got something super-duper-mega-important to do, and only a few minutes to do it in! See ya soon!” She hopped inside and closed the door behind her.



Rainbow Dash blinked at the closed door. “Oh.” She turned around and looked down the street. When she saw a few ponies walking towards her, she grinned. “Oh yeah!”








Inside Sugarcube Corner, Pinkie Pie nodded firmly. “Right! I’ve only got a few minutes until everypony arrives. I’ve got to hurry up and get this party ready!”



She pointed a hoof to her right. “I’ve got tasty treats!” The tables to her right were loaded up with sweet cakes, sugary cookies, chocolatey candies, and warm muffins fresh from the oven.



She pointed a hoof to her left. “I’ve got sweet songs!” Her record player was set up and ready. A box of records sat next to it, full of songs that she knew would get everypony dancing in a heartbeat.



She pointed a hoof in front of her. “I’ve got great games!” Indeed, she had just about any game that anypony would want to play: pin the tail on the pony, bobbing for apples, checkers, chess, parcheesi, and many more.



“Now all I need are the... decorations.” Pinkie Pie looked behind her. She had zero of the best balloons in Equestria tied to her tail. Her friends had needed them for something important, but... She lowered her head, and her ears fell flat against her head.



There was a loud knock at the front door. Pinkie Pie sighed. “Ponies are already showing up for the party. It’s too late to get decorations now.” She scraped her hooves across the floor as she walked back to the door. “Without any decorations, nopony is going to have a good time at my party, after all.”



Pinkie Pie opened the door while staring straight at the ground. “Hi, everypony. Sorry, this party isn’t gonna be very fun, but I hope you have an okay time anyway.”



“Is something wrong? You don’t seem too happy.”



When Pinkie Pie looked up, her jaw dropped and she squealed. Her five best friends stood outside her door, and they each had five of the best balloons in Equestria tied to their tails. “You all made it!” exclaimed Pinkie Pie. “And you brought some amazing balloons!”



Applejack winked. “Of course, sugarcube!”



Fluttershy smiled warmly. “We really appreciated the help you gave us.”



“And when we saw how much you had sacrificed,” said Rarity, “we couldn’t just sit idly by.”



“That’s right.” Twilight Sparkle walked up to Pinkie Pie and placed a hoof on her shoulder. “We all wanted to show you how much you mean to us.”



Rainbow Dash flew down and landed by Pinkie Pie’s side. “Yeah! I mean, we’re your friends, after all!”



“Aww... You guys...” Pinkie Pie beamed. She pulled everypony close and gave them a big group hug. “You’re the best! Thank you so much! Now c’mon!” She led her friends inside. “Time to get this party started!”
      

      
   
      A Zebra in the Bed


      

      
      
         “Tarnation, I am beat,” Applejack, the orange farm mare, muttered to herself as she stepped through the door of the Apple family’s farm house. It was quite easy to see just how tired the farming pony really was. She had mud up to her knees, her mane was an utter mess, and each hoofstep was a struggle. Big Macintosh, the big, red stallion who was also her brother, followed a few steps behind her, looking just as exhausted.



It had been a long hard day out in the orchards. A heavy rainstorm the night before had turned many of the roads around the farm to mud. The day had also stayed overcast, meaning none of the mud had dried. Big Macintosh and Applejack struggled through the muck to get the last of the southern orchard harvested. They had managed to finish, but just barely. 



“I reckon I could pass out here on the floor if I were anymore tired,” Applejack said, doing her best to wipe her hooves on the doormat before going any further into the house. 



Big Macintosh nodded before lifting his head and sniffing at the air. “Well, at least somethin’ smells good.” 



Applejack sniffed at the air as well. Her brother was right! There was a smell wafting out of the kitchen that was making her mouth water. The long day had given her a fierce appetite. She began to walk towards the kitchen, led on by the tantalizing aroma. “Granny Smith, you makin’ some of your famous Apple Noodle Soup?” she asked as she poked her head in the door.



“Oh, hey Applejack.”



“Apple Bloom,” Applejack said, making no effort to hide her surprise. She had expected to see Granny Smith, her old, white-maned grandmother, standing at the stove, lovingly stirring at a pot. Instead a yellow filly, her younger sister Apple Bloom, was the one stirring the soup. She was standing on a stool so she could reach the stove. 



“Just what do you think you're doin’?” Applejack scolded as she stepped into the kitchen. “You know you aren’t supposed to use the stove on your own.”



“Now don’t snap, Applejack. I’ve had my eye on her the whole time,” Granny Smith commented, supporting herself with her walker as she limped out from the pantry. “Here Apple Bloom, add two tablespoons of this.”



“Okay, Granny,” the young filly chirped. She took the spice jar and began to carefully measure out the first tablespoon. At the same time, Applejack moved up beside Granny Smith, her head tilted to one side.



“So, she’s the one that’s makin’ the soup?”



“Well of course,” Granny Smith said as she settled into a seat at the kitchen table. “A pony needs to know how to cook for herself, and it’s never too early to pass on the family recipes.”



Applejack laughed a little. “Yeah, and I guess I can’t get too upset on account of how good that’s smellin’. You makin’ enough for everypony?”



“Yep,” Apple Bloom assured as she continued to stir, “and it’s almost ready.”



“But don’t you two get any ideas about sitting down at the table muddy as you are,” Granny Smith said firmly to Applejack. “You better wash up before dinner, unless you want to be eatin’ Apple Mud Soup.”



“All right Granny, we’ll get to washin’. Come on Big Mac.”



“Just don’t be too loud upstairs,” Apple Bloom called as her siblings left the kitchen. 



Applejack couldn’t help but pause a moment, wondering why she had to be quiet. With a shrug, she began walking up the stairs to the home’s second floor while Big Mac went to use the bathroom on the ground floor.



On the second floor of the Apple family’s farmhouse was a long hallway marked by several doors on either side. There was a bedroom for her, Big Macintosh, and Apple Bloom along with a single bathroom the three shared. The only pony on the farm that didn’t sleep upstairs was Granny Smith. Her bedroom was on the ground floor since it was too much to ask the old mare to go up and down the stairs every day. 



After trotting down the hall, Applejack slipped into the bathroom and opened the blinds, letting the golden rays of Celestia’s setting sun light the room. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and laughed a little at just how dirty she was. “Well, just look at yourself. You look like you’ve been rollin’ in the mud with the pigs,” she told her reflection in the mirror. 



The mud and dirt, however, couldn’t hold up against a nice warm shower. Soon, Applejack was clean as a whistle and ready for dinner. The warm water had also helped her recover from the long day on the farm. Being an apple farmer was not an easy life, but there was reward in the hard work.



Letting her mane hang free, Applejack quickly placed her hat back on her head and left the bathroom. She began walking down the hallway, thinking of the big bowl of soup that was waiting downstairs. But, as Applejack moved towards the staircase, she noticed something from the corner of her eye.



The door to her bedroom was open.



Arching an eyebrow, Applejack moved to her bedroom door and slowly looked inside. At first glance, everything seemed to be in place. The room and its furniture, which were painted varying shades of green, looked just as they had when she had left that morning. Her favorite roping rope was hanging near the door, and the place where she hung her hat at night was unoccupied. 



But then she saw it, something that made her fall silent and look on with wide, disbelieving eyes. There was a lump beneath the covers of her mattress, and it was slowly rising and falling. It was breathing. Something was sleeping in her bed!



And she didn’t take too kindly to the intrusion into her personal space. 



Without a word of warning, Applejack quickly moved to the side of the bed. She then turned around, and bucked with all the strength her back legs could provide, causing the bed –frame and all– to jump an inch off the floor before coming back down with a hard crash. A moment later, the thing that had been sleeping beneath her covers sat up. 



“By the sun and the moon in the sky, are you trying to frighten me so bad that I die?!”



“Zecora!” Applejack snapped, moving quickly to the side of the bed. “What in Sweet Apple Acres y’all doin’ here? What are y’all doin’ in my bedroom? Who said you could come in here?!”



“I did,” Apple Bloom replied sharply, running into the room and over to the zebra, putting herself between Zecora and Applejack.



“Apple Bloom... girl, you got ten seconds to explain just what this is about.”



“Zecora is sick, and I said she could stay with us until she felt better.”



Applejack lifted an eyebrow, looking again at the zebra. She couldn’t deny it, Zecora didn’t exactly look healthy. Her usually well kept mohawk of a mane was slumping, her eyes were tired, and her usually very smooth voice was raspy. In all, she looked quite unwell.



“Sick, huh. Then how did she get here?”



“I brought her here. You see, I was going to visit her...”



“Visit her!” Applejack snapped, glaring at her sister. “I thought I told you I don’t want you goin’ nowhere near the Everfree Forest by yourself. Who knows what kind of nasty critters wouldn’t just love to gobble up a little filly like you.”



Applebloom stomped a hoof. “I’m not that little anymore.”



“You’re still a right tasty mouthful for one of them chimeras or hydras. That and you’re still littler than me, which means you’re goin’ to listen and listen good. I don’t want you goin’ into that forest by yourself.”



“Well, how else am I supposed to go visit Zecora? That last few times I asked you to walk with me, you said no.”



“Well... I was busy.”



“No you weren’t,” Apple Bloom snapped, stomping another hoof. It was now her turn to glare accusingly at Applejack. “You’re just scared of falling into more poison joke.”



“Well, I think I have every right to dislike that particular plant, considerin’ it done shrunkified me. Also, just why were you goin’ to visit Zecora?”



“Sweetie Bell and Scootaloo were too busy to do Cutie Mark Crusader stuff. You and Big Macintosh didn’t want me trying to help you in all the mud either. So, I decided to go see her. But, when I got there and saw how sick Zecora was, I just couldn’t leave her there by herself.”



“Apple Bloom, I’m pretty sure Zecora can take care of herself. That and she knows all those natural remedies. I bet she could whip herself up a cure faster than Rainbow Dash can clear a cloudy sky.”



“Of this you are mistaken, Applejack. A cure for this, there is a significant lack,” Zecora offered before coughing into her hooves, shivering, and sinking back into the bed.  



“Say what now?”



“There isn’t a cure,” Apple Bloom said. “I took her by Nurse Redheart when we went through town. She has something called Trio Cold. It’s some nasty bug that lasts three days, no matter what you do.”



“And how long has she had it so far?”



“She said she started feeling sick this morning.”



“Another two days then,” Applejack said, glancing at the sickly Zecora before turning back to her sister. “Now Apple Bloom, I’m all for lettin’ Zecora stay here. It wouldn’t be right neighborly of us to just leave her to suffer in her hut, but why did y’all put her in my bed?



“Well, my bed's too small for her. Big Macintosh, well he’s a boy, and it didn’t seem right putting Zecora in a boy’s bedroom. And Granny Smith really needs her bed. So all that was left was your bed.”



“And just what’s so wrong about the couch downstairs?” Applejack asked.



“Applejack,” Apple Bloom said, sounding aghast, “that’s no way to treat a sick pony, makin’ her sleep on the couch.”



“No, Apple Bloom, it is quite all right. On the couch, I can be comfortable for one night.”



“No!” Apple Bloom said as she looked back and forth between the two mares. “Zecora, Nurse Redheart said you need bed rest and that means you need to rest in a bed. And Applejack, I thought Zecora was one of your friends now. Wouldn’t you give up your bed if Rainbow Dash or Twilight Sparkle or Pinkie Pie or—”



“All right, all right,” Applejack said as she touched her forehead. “There’s no need for you to beat a clean rug. You’re right; the Apple Family treats their guests like they are part of the family. I just wish y’all had asked me before you put her in my bed.”



Apple Bloom smiled and turned to look at Zecora. “Then you go ahead and get comfortable again. I’m going to bring you up some famous Apple Family Apple Noodle Soup, and then you’ll be feeling better in no time.”



Zecora smiled back at Apple Bloom, though she had to suppress a cough before she could reply. “Thank you, Apple Bloom, for your tender care. I promise, once I am well, I will be out of your hair.” 



“Now, don’t you talk like that. We don’t want you leaving until you are feeling one hundred percent better,” Apple Bloom said firmly. “Now you go ahead and get tucked back in. I’m going to run and get you that soup.”



With that, Apple Bloom dashed away, running down the hall and stairs to fetch the promised soup. Applejack turned to leave as well but stopped to look back at Zecora before she left. She agreed with Apple Bloom. When a friend was sick or in trouble, the Apple’s were the first to offer a helping hoof.



That, however, didn’t make the idea of sleeping on the couch any more appealing to Applejack. 








Applejack stumbled into the kitchen the next morning. She yawned and made no effort to cover her mouth. Her mane was a mess from her bed head, and her eyes were tired from a less than restful sleep. She had tossed and turned all night on the couch, searching for a comfortable spot. She eventually found it, too. That one spot where she could really sleep. And that was when the rooster crowed, announcing the rising sun.



“Morning, Applejack!” Apple Bloom said with a friendly wave of her hoof. She and Big Macintosh were already seated at the kitchen table, enjoying their breakfasts. 



“Mornin’,” Applejack said back as she moved to the cupboards to get a bowl. “So, how’s Zecora doin’? Did she sleep well in my bed?”



Apple Bloom nodded her head. “Oh yeah, like a log. She’s never been so well rested. In fact, she wanted me to ask you what kind of mattress you have. I think she wants to get one for herself.”



Applejack grimaced, rose up on her hind legs, and placed her forehooves on her back. “Well, I’m glad she enjoyed it.” She carefully popped her back. A smile of relief then spread onto her lips. She then grabbed a bowl from the cupboards and began to fill it with oats from a box. “And I’ll admit, you were right last night. We Apple’s always help our friends when they need it, and I expect you to do the Apple family proud as you take care of her today.”



“But I can’t.”



Applejack winced and stopped pouring the oats. She looked over her shoulder at Apple Bloom. “Care to run that by me again, Sugarcube?”



“She’s got to go to school, AJ,” Big Macintosh said as he finished his own breakfast. “And I’ve got to haul that load of apples to the next town over. They’re having that big pie contest, remember?.”



Applejack sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Oh land sakes, if it ain’t one thing it’s the next.” She then looked back at her brother and sister. “Well, I guess she’ll just have to take care of herself. ‘Cause we all know Granny Smith can’t get up those stairs. Besides, she has that big bingo tournament in town today, and we all know better than to keep Granny Smith from her bingo. I swear I still have a lump on my head from the last time we tried.”



“But Applejack,” Apple Bloom whined, “we can’t just leave Zecora alone. Nurse Redheart said the second day of the Trio Cold is the worst part.”



“And just what am I supposed to do about it?” Applejack asked, huffing a little. “With Big Mac goin’ to the next town over, I’m the only one workin’ the farm today. That means I got a mountain of chores to do. I can’t be hoverin’ over a sick zebra all day.”



“But Applejack, have you seen her this morning? She’s exhausted from coughing all night.”



Applejack looked coldly at her sister. “I thought y’all said she slept like a log.”



Apple Bloom blinked, her eyes going wide. She then forced a smile and began to fiddle with her mane. “Well, she did... when she wasn’t coughing.” Apple Bloom then put her hooves on the table, standing up in her chair. “But you just got to help her, Applejack. She can hardly move now. Not to mention, she’s got the chills, a burning fever, and she’s going through tissues like Rarity when she’s watching a sad play.”



“I doubt it’s as bad as all that,” Applejack said as she continued to fill her bowl with oats. 



“But it is,” Apple Bloom whined. “She’s coughing so hard she’s bouncing out of the bed. When she sneezes, she shoots up against the ceiling. And when she blows her nose, boogers fly everywhere!”



“What have we told you about them tall tales, Apple Bloom?” Big Macintosh asked, eyeing his little sister.



“Not to exaggerate the truth?”



“That’s right,” he said before he pushed himself away from the table. He then moved up beside Applejack, a tone of concern in his voice as he dropped his bowl in the sink. “But, AJ, Apple Bloom’s right about one thing, Zecora is just too sick to be left alone.”



“So that means I’m the one saddled with carin’ for her?”



“Eeyup.”



Applejack flicked her tail in annoyance. She then sighed and grabbed her bowl of oats off the counter. “Fine, but I can’t just sit around all day playin’ nurse either. I got chores ta do. So, on your way out of town, Big Mac, stop by Fluttershy’s and ask her if one of her bird friends can stay at Zecora’s window today. Make it a loud one.”



“Why would Zecora need a loud bird?” Apple Bloom asked.



“So she can call me if she needs me,” Applejack said as she sat at the kitchen table with her bowl. “She gets the bird to squawk, I hear it on the farm, and then I can come back to the house to help her.”



A wide smile spread onto Apple Bloom’s face. “That’s a great idea!”



“Yeah, I suppose it is,” Applejack said before taking the first bite of her breakfast. She then smiled a little. “I wonder what kind of little feathered friend Fluttershy will send over.”








“YYEEEEAAAAAWWWW!”



“YYYYEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAWWWWWWWW!”



Applejack winced, turned away from the tree she was bucking, and looked back towards the farm house. It had been a few hours since breakfast. Big Macintosh was on the road with the apple delivery. Apple Bloom was in school. Granny Smith was in town at her bingo tournament. Applejack was the only healthy mare on the farm, and she had been getting through her chores well enough. That was, until—



“YYYYEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAWWWWWWWW!”



She winced again at the sharp loud bird call. Honestly, Applejack had been expecting Fluttershy to send over a small bird that could sit on the window to her bedroom. A little bird like that could sing a little song whenever Zecora needed somepony.



But, instead, Fluttershy had sent over Pleasant, who was anything but. The peacock was the size of a large turkey and was famous for his big, beautiful circle-spotted tail feathers. Yes, Applejack couldn’t deny the fact Pleasant was very pretty. But, by Celestia, she never knew that such a pretty bird could make such an awful racket. Pleasant’s call sounded like a dozen cats getting their tails caught under the same rocking chair. 



“YYYYEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAWWWWWWWW!”



“I heard y’all the first time!” Applejack shouted back at the bird as she began to trot back towards the house. The bird called out again and again. With each call Applejack’s jaw tightened and the speed of her trot increased. Soon, she was in a full gallop, trying to reach Zecora as quickly as possible just so she could make the peacock stop.








“I’m here! I’m here! Stop your squawking! I’m here!” Applejack shouted as she rushed through her bedroom door. She panted hard, having sprinted up the stairs, and looked around the room. Zecora was lying back in the bed, looking worse than the day before. Used tissues filled the trash can and dotted the floor around it. A half-eaten breakfast grew cold on the bedside table. The peacock, Pleasant, sat on the ledge of the window, looking back at Applejack with his beady little eyes.



“YYEEEEAAAAAWWWW!” Pleasant screeched. 



“Would you stop that, I’m here already!” Applejack shouted before throwing her hat at the bird. Pleasant, however, didn’t even flinch as the hat hit his side. He just turned his head and stared back at her before screeching, “YYEEEEAAAAAWWWW!” once again.



“Why Fluttershy called you Pleasant, I’ll never understand,” Applejack muttered before taking a deep breath to calm herself down. She had to fight back the urge to to push Pleasant out the window. No, she had to be nice to the most annoying bird she had ever come across. Why? Because the bird belonged to Fluttershy, her friend, and her friendship with Fluttershy was more important than—



“YYEEEEAAAAAWWWW”



Applejack winced again, but didn’t even turn to look in Pleasant’s direction. She instead focused on Zecora. She moved to the side of the bed and looked down at the sickly zebra. “Well, I’m here. What do you want?”



“I am sorry, Applejack, but my thirst does amass. Can I get more water in my glass?”



“You had that bird squawkin' like that because you’re thirsty? Because you wanted a glass of water!” Applejack snapped as she grabbed the empty glass from the end table. “You couldn’t wait five darn minutes for me to walk back to the house. You had to make me run back here like the place was on fire. What is wrong with you?”



Zecora sniffled and rubbed her nose with a tissue before pointing at Pleasant. “Only one time did I ask the bird to make the call. He was the one who chose to bawl.” 



“YYEEEEAAAAAWWWW!” Pleasant screeched, a happy bob in his head. He, personally, seemed to be pleased with the job he had done. He even began to fan his tail, blocking the light from the window with his big, gorgeous feathers. It was like he was celebrating the fact he had gotten Applejack to the bedroom so quickly.  



“Hush up you,” Applejack scolded, picking her hat off the ground to throw it at Pleasant once more. She stopped short, however, when Zecora began to cough into her hooves. 



It was a loud, hard cough. It was the kind that made a pony’s, or in this case zebra’s, whole body twitch. This went on for a good minute before Zecora was able to calm her throat. She then groaned and sniffled as she turned over in the bed. “I am sorry, a burden I did not want to be. Please, go back to work, bucking your tree.”



Applejack sighed, watching as Zecora was overwhelmed by another fit of coughing. “Hold on, I’ll get you that water,” she said before quickly slipping out of the room. A few moments later, she returned, having filled Zecora’s glass. She set it on the bedside table and then gently nudged Zecora’s shoulder. 



“Listen,” she began, “I’m sorry. I know y’all didn’t get sick on purpose, and I know y’all didn’t come here askin’ to stay in my bed. From the sounds of it, you were just plannin’ on ridin’ out this nasty cold all by yourself until Apple Bloom found ya. And I’m sorry I’ve been actin’ like a bull that got its nose ring taken. Apple’s help their friends when they need it, and you’re my friend as much as anybody.”



“I guess...” Applejack lifted a forehoof and scratched the back of her neck. “I guess I’m just fumin’ cause nopony asked me about this first. That make sense?”



Zecora nodded as she sat up in bed. “You are a kind soul that is willing to care, but you also believe in being honest and fair. If someone needs to borrow your bed, if they need a place to rest their head, all you want is for them to ask first, so you don’t feel as if you’ve been coerced. And, so, please allow me to make amends. May I please stay here while I mend?”



Applejack smiled and laughed a little. “One of these days, Zecora, we’re goin’ ta get you talkin’ normal like. But yes, you can stay here as long as you need, and thanks for askin’.”








Dear Princess Celestia,



Today, I learned the importance of asking ponies for help. And no, it isn’t because I got neck deep in my own pride like I did that one Apple Bucking season. No, this time I learned a lesson because some ponies expected me to help but didn’t ask me first. 



It’s good to help other ponies, and jobs are always easier when you get help. But, when you demand or expect ponies to help without asking, it can make those other ponies feel like they're being taken advantage of. It makes them feel less like a friend and more like somepony you only come to when you want something.



But it’s when you do ask for help that you’re being a real friend, because you're respecting the fact that they deserve to have a choice in the matter. And, I guarantee, more often than not, they’ll be willing to lend a hoof.



Sincerely,

Applejack



P.S. Always wash your sheets after you’ve let a sick pony sleep in your bed. Otherwise—







Applejack choked on a cough, spitting out the quill she had been writing with, and covering her mouth with her hooves. She coughed for a few good seconds then lay back in her bed, sniffling and wheezing as she stared up at the ceiling.



 Zecora had started feeling better the day before and had gone back home to her hut last night. Applejack was happy to see her healthy again. She was even happier to be able to sleep in her own bed again. But then, the next morning, she woke up feeling horrible. Her nose was running, her legs were achy, and she couldn’t keep herself from coughing. 



She had caught Zecora’s cold!



“Here, some tea to sooth your throat and a new quill to finish that note.”



Applejack rolled her head to one side, smiling up at Zecora. The zebra had set a cup of tea on the bedside table. She had come back to the farm to thank them for their hospitality but had stayed as soon as she found out somepony had caught her cold. 



“Thanks, Zecora,” Applejack said weakly as she took the fresh quill from her.



“It is the least I can do after all I put you through,” Zecora assured. She then turned and walked out of the room, heading back downstairs to continue cooking Applejack’s lunch. At the same time, Applejack snuggled underneath the covers of her bed and continued to write her letter to the princess.







P.P.S. And always know that, when you help a friend, they’ll someday help you in return. 








The End

      

      
   
      Wings


      

      
      
         She was woken up by her mother calling out to her. Opening her eyes slowly, she let out a big yawn, and threw the covers off her, stretching her legs. The fluffy white clouds crowning the endless blue sky greeted Kiki as she looked out of her window, receiving the light of a new day. She smiled brightly as she saw a new cloud being pushed by one of the pegasi from the weather team, preparing a sunny day.



She didn’t dislike being an earth pony, as she also loved the farm, the feeling of the soft soil under her hooves and the company of the animals, but she often looked up and found herself wishing she could at least get a look at things up there. Closing her eyes, the feeling of a pair of beautiful wings on her back and the tender caress of the wind as she navigated the sky filled her imagination.



Opening her eyes again, Kiki lowered herself from the window, going out of her room and into the kitchen, where her father and grandfather were already sitting down at the table. She went around it and approached her grandfather, embracing the old stallion happily.



“Hi, grandpa,” said Kiki, smiling, looking up to him. He  ruffled her mane.



“Hello, Kiki. Ready for the big journey today?”



“Big journey? What big journey?” she looked at him with curiosity.



“You and your parents are going to a little town near here and you’re going to receive a wonderful gift. Happy birthday, dear.  You’ll get mine when you come back.”  He lowered his head and kissed her forehead with love. She caught him in an even stronger embrace and smiled, excited.



“It’s true, it’s my birthday! I always forget it. Thanks, grandpa!”  She separated from his grandfather and ran around the table, meeting her father, who was eating. She stood on her hind hooves, putting her forelegs in his legs.



“Daddy,what’s my gift? What’s my gift!”



He swallowed his toast and looked to her. “Come on, Kiki, that’s a surprise. Don’t you like surprises?”



After looking at him for some moments, she lowered herself to the floor and nodded. “Ok, I’ll wait.”



Her father smiled and her mother set down a plate next to him.



“Come on now, Kiki, your breakfast is ready. We’re going out soon.”



Walking over to her mother, she pressed herself to her flank. The older mare, who was organizing the kitchen, turned around and hugged her, kissing her forehead.



“Good morning, Kiki. Happy birthday,” said her mother, with a warm smile. “Go, eat your breakfast.”



Kiki trotted over to her chair, which was still a little big for her, and sat upon it with some difficulty, next to her grandfather. Taking the glass of milk with both of her hooves, she drank from it slowly, trying not to break it; she was still unused to handling things and constantly suffered accidents.  Putting down the glass, she went for the toast, wolfing it down.



“Don’t eat so fast, Kiki, you won’t speed up time like that.” While her father advised her from the other side of the table, she patted herself on the chest, with a piece of toast stuck in her throat. Reaching for the milk, she drank a big gulp and let out a sigh of relief when it was free again. She ate slowly, and when she finished, took her plate and glass to the sink -almost dropping it a couple of times- and helped her mother clean the kitchen.



Once they were done, her mother kindly pushed her out of the kitchen. “We’re done here now, Kiki. Go and get prepared.”





Half an hour later, they parted; Kiki waved goodbye to her grandfather, riding on her father’s back, holding his mane.  Kiki and her family rarely left the farm; it was usually her father who went outside to sell their products, which were mostly vegetables. Outside of the farm, in the path that went on before them, there were only green pastures at both sides of the road, without any trees being seen around them.



“Where are we going, dad?”  asked Kiki once again, as she and her parents advanced through the dusty path. Luckily, the few clouds that pegasi had covered the sky with prevented them from feeling too much heat as they went on



“We’re going to a small town called Ponyville. There’s two ponies there who will give you your surprise.”



She reached her father’s head, looking down to meet his eyes. “What kind of ponies are them?”  Not having gone out of her family farm many times, Kiki knew very few ponies or other creatures.



“If I told you now, there wouldn’t be much of a surprise, would it?” She ruffled his already messy mane and turned to her mother, who simply shook her head.



After about half an hour of walking, they made it to the small town. Ponies went around everywhere, and they all greeted them warmly as they made their way. They finally arrived to the train station.



While her father bought the tickets, Kiki looked around the brightly painted station, seeing a train arriving in that very moment with a loud wheeze. It was as colorful as the station, and when the doors opened, not only ponies, but donkeys, mules and griffons got down from it.



“Don’t go too far, Kiki,” said her mother, following her, while the small filly looked in awe at the griffons



“Three to Ponyville, please.”



“That will be fifteen bits,” replied the bored-looking cashier with a monotone voice, handing to him three yellow tickets. Kiki looked all around her as they went inside the train, amazed.



“Mom, this is like the corridor on our house, but it goes on forever!” Said the filly to her mother, as both walked behind the father along the narrow corridor, finding their compartment near one of the train’s doors; not many had gone on board of the train.  Her father opened the door to the compartment and they entered. She jumped on one of the chairs and ran along it, watching through the closed window the ponies and others walking around outside. She then turned to her mother, who had sat by her side.



“What are those birds that were walking in the station, mom?”



“Those are griffons. You need to be careful around them, they might be dangerous.”



“Oh...”



Suddenly the rumble of the engine coming to life could be felt. The machine started with a soft but strong purring and went on its way through the rails.



Kiki looked out of the window, contemplating the scenery passing in front of her eyes, that changed from buildings and houses to green hills, passing through trees and even a lake in the distance to hills again and pasture. She spent all the time looking out of the window, under the supervision of her mother, as she loved seeing every little thing that appeared in front of her eyes and asking questions to their parents. Finally, green pastures appeared again, followed by houses.



The train began to slow until coming to a stop at the Ponyville train station. They went out of the compartment and down the train to the platform in Ponyville.  The small town wasn’t very different from the one they came from; still, the filly jumped around, looking at everything with wide eyes. Her father trotted by her side, passing a hoof by her mane.



“Do you like it?”



“Yes!” answered the filly, turning her head everywhere at the sight of all the ponies walking through the town, some of which smiled or waved to her when passing by her side.



They walked around until she saw something she never had seen before: a huge tree that housed a building; she looked at it fascinated until she saw they stopped right in front of it.  Her father knocked on the door of the tree and soon after it was opened. A lavender unicorn looked at them from the other side.



“Welcome, you must be Kiki’s parents, right?”  The unicorn crouched down, looking straight to her and smiled.



“Are you Kiki? My name is Twilight Sparkle, nice to meet you!  Please come inside.”



The unicorn called Twilight Sparkle stepped aside to let them in. Once they were all inside, she brought over tea and cookies for them to drink. Kiki bite on one of them hungrily.



“Well, everything’s ready. We must only wait for my friend Rainbow Dash to appear and ---”



A huge gust of wind shook the leaves outside the tree, followed by a rainbow trail appearing outside the window; Kiki ran over to watch it, but it had disappeared by then. She pouted in disappointment.



“ ...and there she is.”



The door was pushed open with force and in came a colorful pegasus, her mane and tail bearing the same colors as the rainbow wave and her back carrying a black filly sized riding saddle..  “The amazing Rainbow Dash is here!”  



Kiki ran next to her and jumped excitedly. “You’re the one who did all that?! You’re amazing!”  Rainbow chuckled and smiled widely to the filly. “I know, right!  Do you want to see more amazing things, squirt?”



“Yes, I always wanted to meet a pegasus! Where I live I can only seem them going through the sky!”



Her mother stood next to her.  “Twilight and Rainbow Dash are going to give you your present, Kiki.”



“Really?” The filly looked once again up to the pegasus, with a shocked expression on her face. “What is it, what is it?!”



“Well, Kiki, we’re going up, to Cloudsdale!” announced Rainbow Dash loudly, making the small filly tumble backwards. Getting on her four hooves once again, she turned to her parents with her jaw dropped.



“I can see Cloudsdale?!  Really, mom, dad?!”  



They both nodded.  Twilight came forward to explain. “You will ride on Rainbow Dash up to Cloudsdale and she’ll give you a tour of the city. Just stay next to her at all times, don’t go off on your own.”



Her mother lowered her head, looking straight into her eyes. “Did you listen, Kiki? Don’t go far from them.”   The small filly nodded and ran next to Twilight.



“I want to go!”



“Very well then, let’s go outside.” The unicorn led the party getting out of the library. Twilight turned around and approached Kiki. “I’m going to cast a spell on you. It will allow you to walk over clouds.”  



Twilight’s horn shone with a lavender hue. Kiki watched it with her mouth open and then felt a tickling sensation all over her body at the same time she was covered by the light. When the sensation faded she looked at both of her sides, sighing in disappointment. “I thought I was going to have wings...”



Dash approached her and played with her mane, chuckling. “I’ll be your wings, girl, you couldn’t hope for better ones! Come on, get up.”  The pegasus crouched and, with the help of Twilight’s magic, Kiki was put on her back and safely strapped to the saddles.





“Take good care of her, please,” said her father.



“You can count on it!” Rainbow Dash flicked her tail, setting herself into launching position.



“We’ll see you, soon, Kiki.”  Her mother nuzzled her and her father played with her mane. She waved goodbye to them and, with a flap of her wings, the pegasus took off.  The wind hit against them as Rainbow Dash soared fastly, the sound of her wings beating being the bell that called Kiki over to the fact that she was up in the air.



She turned her head, as the belt didn’t allow her to move too much, and saw Ponyville below them, becoming nothing more than a group of smaller, colorful dots the higher they ascended. Dash stopped going higher and instead set forth through the sky, blue and clear before them with the exception of some clouds floating around timidly. Sometimes she’d do flips on the sky, and the earth pony would feel the vertigo as she was put on her head and turned back, her screams dispersing through the void.



Suddenly, in the distance, a white speck could be seen. As they approached it, it grew bigger and bigger, revealing itself as an enormous group of clouds. Rainbow Dash stopped in front of them, floating in midair. Kiki threw her head behind to look at the cloud constructs of all shapes that formed the pegasi city and lowered it to peek at the waterfalls that fell from it, one of which had the very same colors as her carrier’s mane and tail. Dash turned to the left and circled once around Cloudsdale, allowing Kiki to see the entirety of the city.  Then she landed on top of some clouds, and turned her head to let the filly off her back.



Kiki set hooves carefully on the cloud, testing them before beginning to jump excitedly around. She was about to run to the border, when a couple of hooves stopped them.



“Not over there, squirt. Come with me!”



She obeyed and followed her companion, marveling at the soft and fluffy floor the clouds provided. All around them, pegasi walked around with the rare griffon added to the crowd.

She crouched down, trying to bite on a piece of cloud, but it dissolved into white mist as soon as it got into her mouth, leaving her with the humid taste of water that fell dripping from her tongue.



They climbed long stairs, looked at mirrors hung around in some places and observed the pegasus’ houses, round and very open.



“They’re really funny!  Why don’t they have door, Rainbow Dash?”



“Well, Kiki, us pegasus love to fly, and it’s too boring having to open a door every time you want to get out. Besides, they’d be made of clouds, they’ll puff into nothing as soon as we cross them. Up here rain doesn’t fall, either. We use a portion of the water we collect from below to take baths, wash things and drink,and other things. Who needs doors then?!”



Next, Dash led her to a different part of the city.  They stopped in front of a very ig building.

Black clouds could be seen from where they stood and large rainbows flowed into and from it. When they approached the door, a pegasus guard stopped them. He recognized Rainbow Dash and gave them two white uniforms.



Rainbow helped Kiki put on her small uniform and helmet, and the door went up to let them into the weather factory.  All around them, pegasi wearing the same kind of uniforms worked with snow -her tongue stung for while after she tasted one of the flakes-, rain and, as she discovered when approaching one of the small pools that were around, rainbows. Kiki looked into them and dipped a hoof on them. She looked at all the bright colors dripping from her hoof and passed it across her cheeks, painting them and jumping over to Dash.



“Look, now I’m Rainbow, just as you!”



The pegasus chuckled. “You’d like! There can only be one Rainbow!  Nice try, though. Now let’s go, I’ll show you the most awesome place in Cloudsdale!”



They exited the factory and went even higher, with Dash carrying Kiki in her hooves.  She lowered her in front of the Cloudossseum.  The flags flowed freely with the wind above and the huge sports building towered over them both. They entered, to see some pegasi flying around. Carrying her again, Rainbow showed the small filly all the floors of the stadium, including the very balcony used by the Princess herself. They stood on it, looking below. Kiki turned to look at her companion and ran to embrace her legs.



“Thank you, Rainbow Dash! I’m not going to forget this, ever!”



“Oh, I’m sure of that. But I’ll give you one last thing to make even more sure of it!”



With the help of one of the pegasi that were around, Kiki was put on Dash’s back again and the belt was secured. Rainbow soared to the top of the Cloudosseum, looking at the wide clear sky above them.







“Hold out tight, ok, Kiki? Scream as loud as you can  if something’s happening.”



“Ok, Rainbow Dash!”



The pegasus looked to the front again, and with a flap of her wings, took off.  The force of the wind when going up shook Kiki’s mane and made her eyes water a little, but once Rainbow was in the sky it grew weaker. Rainbow stopped in mid air, simply flapping her wings in place.  



“Look around you, Kiki.”



The filly did as told and she looked out. Surrounding her were no clouds; there was only the vast deep blue, the same color as Rainbow’s coat and the sun high in the sky, above them. It was wonderful.  Then, without previous warning,  Rainbow Dash shoot herself forward and flew through the empty air, the resistance of the wind growing stronger as she flied faster. Kiki tried to say something but her mouth wouldn’t open. The air became painful as more pressure was applied against her face, cold wind hitting her cheeks. Rainbow could have done this way easier, but she wanted the filly to feel the pressure and the sensation the air resistance provided and the satisfaction that was felt when breaking the sound barrier. Everything soon became a blur around them; Kiki pulled Rainbow’s mane hard in hope of making her stop. But the blue pegasus did not stop and instead, around them, a cone of intense light formed, which rapidly morphed into a rainbow colored aura that shoot itself around them, forming a circle which crossed the sky in all directions. Once the shock of the pressure went down she looked at the beautiful rainbow circle. Rainbow Dash laughed heartily.



“Isn’t that the most awesome thing you’ve ever seen?”



The small filly, bearing a smile that filled the whole of her face, could only nod, enjoying the beauty of the slowly decaying color shower, until this disappeared completely, leaving the same blue ocean surrounding her. She still didn’t say anything, completely enchanted by the moment.













She was woken up by Dash’s voice.  “Ready, girl?!”  Rainbow Dash didn’t wait  for an answer and began to fall freely through the sky, faster and faster. When she was about half the way to the floor she decelerated and put herself on an horizontal position. Kiki’s heart, that had been beating madly against her chest, slowed as well, allowing the filly to rest.  She blinked a couple of times and then screamed excitedly, even louder than she had before.



“That almost left me deaf, Kiki!” said Dash when the filly finally quieted down. Kiki breathed deep, letting the air fill her lungs, her eyes soaking with tears from the emotion.



“Can we do that again, Dash?!”



“Sure!”















After a couple of rides more, they finally set route back to Ponyville in silence. They landed safely by the library’s side. Once they dismounted, Dash entered the library, where Twilight and her parents waited. The unicorn unfastened the belt and helped her down. She ran to her parents and hugged them strongly..



“That was incredible. Thanks, mom, dad. I’m not going to forget it ever!”



“We’re glad you liked it, Kiki,” said her mother, while embracing her.



Her father turned to Twilight, shaking her hoof. “Thank you very much, Ms. Sparkle, we really appreciate this. We’re in your debt.”



Twilight shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything. It was our pleasure to have given Kiki a nice birthday.”



“Yeah, don’t sweat it,” added Rainbow, patting the stallion in the back with energy.



Kiki came and hugged them both one last time. “Thanks again! I liked meeting you, I’m going to remember you always!”



“We too, Kiki. Take care of yourself, ok?”



“Get on fine, girl!  See you!”



The family then went on their way towards Ponyville’s train station, as Twilight and Rainbow looked them walk away.



Rainbow turned to Twilight, smiling. “Well, that was cool, Twilight, but I think I’m going to go look for a  nice cloud and doze off.  See ya!”



With that, the colorful pegasus sped into the sky.





The unicorn smiled and trotted back into the library, her minds filled with thoughts of the small filly and her life in an isolated farm. She approached the table where she had sets of writing instruments lying around.





She levitated a quill, ink and parchment, setting them in front of her and sat to work.





Dear Princess Celestia



Today I met a very lively filly named Kiki. She lives with her family in a farm the other side of Canterlot. Her father sought me some weeks before to see if I could help them give her a birthday present. She loves the sky and wanted to visit Cloudsdale. I talked to Rainbow Dash and she helped me taking Kiki to a trip around Cloudsdale. While they were away I talked to her parents, who told me their work on the farm didn’t allow them to send Kiki away to school and they asked me about it.  I promised them to look into it and this is why I’m writing to you now. What could be done for her?  



Your faithful student, Twilight Sparkle.


      

      
   
      Twilight and the Snow Princess


      

      
      
         Our story begins in the magical land of Equestria, where the ponies of Canterlot are decorating their homes for the wonderful winter holiday known as Hearth's Warming Eve. The whole town was participating in the festivities. The streets were decorated with all manner of lights, garland and special trees decorated to the full with holiday ornaments and lights. 

	

Twilight was heading home from her first meeting with Princess Celestia. She was so happy and excited that she was bouncing down the street with a wide grin on her little face. As her house came into view, she broke into a gallop, barely noticing all the decorations and ponies who shouted “Hi” to her as she flew past.  At this pace, the trip home only took a few minutes. Reaching the entrance, she nosed open the thick wooden door and took off her saddle bag, scarf, and snow boots putting them in the closet next to the front door.  

	

"Mom... Dad… I'm home" She called into the house, but there was no reply. Twilight walked into the living room and called out again, 

“I’m Home”, this time there was a muffled reply. Instinctively, she turned her ears towards source of the noise and called out “Hello…?” The reply was louder this time and seemed to be coming from upstairs but she couldn't make out the words.  Twilight went upstairs and into the study, there outside on the balcony her dad had a hammer in his mouth and was levitating a string of lights and a nail. Floating the hammer out of his mouth he called out to Twilight 



"Hello, I'll be there in a minute." He went back to his work levitating the hammer up to the nail and with a resounding whack the nail into the wall and the lights stayed up. With his task completed, Twilights’ dad nudged open the door and came up next to her. 

"Hey there Twilight how was your first lesson with the Princess?" She exclaimed "It was great Dad!” and continued excitedly “I learned all sorts of new spells, and the Princess said that I was a very special pony!" Twilight was skipping around her dad, a big smile on her face.



"Whoa there Twilight, calm down, your making me dizzy! You can tell me all about it but first we have to make dinner, how would you like to help me?" Twilight nodded with a smile as her dad proceeded to nudge her downstairs. 








	Twilight was busy around the table when her mom walked in the door. As they greeted each other, Twilight could not help but notice that her moms’ saddle bags were practically full. Mom levitated them off her back and onto a large sturdy self above the old coat rack next to the door where she also put her boots and scarf to dry. In the dining room, the small four pony table was filled with food: biscuits, a large bowl of apple dandelion stew, steamed carrots, and a glass at each setting filled with ice cold water. 



"Well dinner looks great tonight." She said.



"I helped make dinner." Twilight said with a smile on her face



"That she did, and what a great helper she is!" Said Twilights dad tussling her mane as he took his seat at the table 



"Shining Armor isn't joining use for dinner tonight?" said Twilight.



"No, Shining Armor is on patrol for the Princess tonight but he'll be back tomorrow." He said as he lifted up each of their bowls and filled them with hot delicious stew. 



During dinner Twilight told her parents all about what the Princess had taught her, and how excited she was to go back tomorrow. Dinner was almost finished and it was getting late.



"Twilight why don't you head upstairs and get tucked into bed, I'll be up in a moment to read you a story." 



"Ok mommy" twilight said as she disappeared up the stairs into her room.



Waiting until she heard the sound of bedroom door being closed, she turned, looked at Dad and whispered…



"Ok, the presents are in my saddle bag, why don't you put them under the tree while I go read Twilight a story." 



"Brilliant" he whispered and quietly headed over to the front door while mom started up the stairs.






	

	Twilights mom nudged open the door to see her under the covers with just her head sticking out above the covers a wide grin spread across her face. Twilights’ mom looked over at the bookcase next to the bed and levitated a book down from the very top shelf. The title read “Tales of the Snow Princess”. The book was brown and it had an image of a white Alicorn, with a silver mane and tail, and bright blue eyes in the center of the cover. 



"Oh what story are you going to read tonight mom?" 



"Tonight it's The Snow Princess and Hearth Warming Eve."



"You haven't read that one before." Twilight said excitedly.



"My mom first read it to me when I was a young filly just about your age." 



Twilights’ mom began to read. Twilight was fascinated by the story. It told of how long ago, the Princess was having a rather hard time getting her cutie mark, until one Hearth's Warming Eve she decided to do something for the whole town. She had spent almost the entire month before Hearth’s Warming Eve making presents with her family, then, on that very special night, she went from house to house delivering those presents to everypony in town. It took her all night but she loved it, and she could hardly wait to see all of her friends faces the next morning when they discovered their gifts. 



When morning came and all the ponies opened their presents they were so happy. When the Princess came into town every pony thanked her for her generosity. That's when her cutie mark appeared and she realized that the one thing that made her truly happy was giving to others. 



 Twilight's mom closed the book and placed it back high on the bookshelf. Her dad who came up towards the end of the story kissed her on her head and wished her a good nights sleep Twilights mom smiled and gave her a nuzzle and her parents left the room making their way back downstairs. Twilight pulled the covers closer to her neck as she closed her eyes and let sleep take her over. 






	

During the night Twilight was stirred from her slumber by a sudden noise. Pulling the covers away Twilight got down off her bed and tiptoed to the door. She nudged it open a crack and heard a rustling sound coming from the living room. Twilight quietly made her way to the stairs and went down slowly. Through the railing Twilight could just see into the dimly lit living room; the noise was coming from the chimney as puffs of chimney dust fell onto the floor. 

	

A minute pasted and out of the chimney floated a small white cloud. The cloud moved to the center of the room and began to grow until a full grown Alicorn stood in the room. Twilight observed that the Alicorns’ flowing silver mane was waving past her head, just like Princess Celestia's mane. On her back was a red saddle bag with a picture of a snowflake and a red bag filled with presents, the same mark was on her flank. Her horn began to glow as she undid the buckle on her saddle bag. She then lifted several presents out of the bag, a few looked far too large to fit in the bag and Twilight figured the bag  must be enchanted; the Alicorn then carefully placed each gift under the tree. 

	

Closing the bag, the Alicorn who Twilight now figured must be the Snow Princess, moved to leave. As she headed back towards the chimney she looked down and noticed a small silver plate where a single cupcake was resting, the cupcake had a lush green frosting and an apple slice on the top. A cold glass of milk stood by the plate promising further refreshment. The Princess lifted the cupcake up to her mouth with her magic and took a bite. A smile formed as she took another bite savoring the delicious cupcake. When she finished the cupcake she picked up the glass of milk and drank it in one gulp. It left a curious thin line of milk on her upper lip.  She was turning to leave when she heard a sound. Twilight had slipped down one of the steps in an attempt to get a better look at the princess. 



"Well hello there little one" Said the Princess 



"He...Hello" said twilight stammering a little as the words were caught in her throat. 



"And what is your name little filly?" 



"Twi...Twilight" 



"Well Twilight, have you been a good little filly this year?" 



"Uh huh, I've been real good." 



The princess simply smiled and nodded, turning to her saddle bag she pulled out a small plush purple pony, she brought it over to Twilight who promptly took it in her own magic. 



"For me?" Twilight asked, her smile growing larger then ever 



The princess nodded, "Merry Hearth's Warming Eve." And with those final words the princess turned back into a cloud and flew up the chimney. Twilight dashed back upstairs and went to her room window. She could see the Princess flying out across the moon, and in a loud voice she called out



"Merry Hearth Warming to all, and to all a good night." Then the princess was gone, Twilight returned to her bed, her doll lay right in her hoofs as she drifted off to sleep.
      

      
   
      A Brand New Canvas


      

      
      
             “Welcome new recruits! This is the first day of being a guard and your last day of being a civilian! I am head drill sergeant, Bulldozer! You are the newest batch of recruits that have been accepted into the Canterlot guard! During the next week you will face more training and punishment than you will for the rest of your career as a guard! Starting tomorrow you will...” I began to tune out the voice of pegasus mare.



    I begin to look around the room. The envy of the artists who laid their eyes upon the fine details of the giant marble pillars spread across the room nearly radiated to those around them.. I could almost hear the laughter and joy coming from the tiny pony figures running across the pillars like a child skipping through the field. Colors of all sorts ran across the windows mixing and matching to create a masterpiece of ponies froliking in fields. The feel of Celestia’s sun glowed brightly outward from the spotless yellows in the window. Each window held pictures that could remind anypony of their childhood, especially mine. 

 

    My mind wanders back to my early ages. I had a knack for finding the best places to enjoy and paint. The feel of the grass underneath my hooves from when I climbed small hills, crossed great brooks or climbed up valleys was still on my hooves. I would always find the most beautiful spot, and when I did I would always be ready to find the next one. 



    My parents finally knew what to do with me when they noticed a strange new cutie mark on my rump.  A single flower blooming in a barren and dead wasteland showed my talent of seeing the beauty of the world wherever it may hide. They took it as a sign that I was meant for the arts, and quickly took the chance to put me in an art school for gifted foals. 





Over the years I spent in the school, I began to improve at the skills my parents thought I was meant for. When I had first started in the classes I could barely draw straight lines and the best I could do with a brush was a blob of colors that weakly resembled the places they were based off. The stroking of brushes soon became a second nature to me. With each day passing I developed the ability to draw and paint wondrous scenes. By the end of my school terms, I had become quite competent with a brush.



    Once I was let loose on the world my career as artist began and was instantly stopped by the lack of painting jobs. Any work I did receive was either to paint a house or a family portrait, both of which paid incredibly low. I gained a little bit of publicity from winning an art contest held by some snooty noble pony. My business slowly declined even with the victory. Soon I barely had enough money to keep up my lifestyle, how little it was . 



   That was when I decided to try my hand at another profession. My first attempt at a job was blacksmithing. I thought it would be as natural to me as brush strokes. I was wrong, and was quickly fired after an incident involving a sword and giving a noble’s mane and tail a new style. Ironically, my third job was a hairstylist, that didn’t end well either. I won’t go into details. I’m not legally allowed to anyway. After many more failed attempts at jobs and a few lawsuits for ‘minor’ reasons I had nearly given up finding a new job, until one day I spotted a recruitment office for the guard. Good pay, lodging and health care made it a pretty good deal. That is what lead me here. In the middle of introductions of recruits being yelled at by a loud mouth pegasus that had more hot air than a blimp. 



    “Recruit Swift Stroke! Answer my questions or I will boot you farther than Luna’s moon! Do you understand me?!?” I was quickly jolted back to the real world.



    I begin to stammer as I try to remember what she said, “Sir...” She glares daggers at me, ”I mean Ma'am, I understand!” 



    A bead of sweat trickles down my forehead as she leans forward, “Good, now does this armor make my flank look fat?”



    “Wait, what?”



    “You heard me recruit! Does. This. Armor. Make. My. Flank. Look. Fat?!?” Her glare reached to my very soul.



    “I, uh... no ma’am?”



    She raises an eyebrow, “Are you asking me?”



    “I mean, no ma’am!”



    She leans back, “Oh, so you’re saying I look skinny?”



    “That’s not what I mean at all ma’am!”   Oh sweet Celestia help me! The halted chuckles of my fellow recruits reaches my ears.



    “What do you mean then recruit?”



    I scratch the back of my neck, “Well, I... uh don’t know...”



    A wide grin forms on her face, “Relax newbie! I was just messing with you. Now back to business.” 



    She walked away from the group and placed herself front and center. She made a quick look at each one of us. Indifference crossed her face and she shook her head side to side making her blue mane sway back and forth. I could vaguely hear her say something about ‘they keep getting worse.’ She looked back towards us, emerald eyes sizing each one of us up. 





    “As I was saying. You rookies are here to become the Canterlot guards. You will attend two training and testing exercises within a short period of time. How well you do will decide which part of the guard you enter.” Her voice had a solid but smooth texture to it.



    A brown unicorn stepped out of the group, “Wait isn’t there only one guard?”



    She chuckled, “No, that’s a rookie mistake. There are three guards. The solar guard , the lunar guard, and the royal guard. The solar guard is lead by Captain Flare, they protect the day while the lunar guard lead by Captain Dark Hour protects the night.”



    “What about the royal guard?”



    “They are the guard in charge of protecting anything the princesses deem needed to be protected. They are the best of the guard squads and are lead by Captain Shining Armor. Anymore questions, newbies, or will you return to the line?”



    The stallion was clearly nervous, “No ma’am.”



    “Good, now each one of you will complete a challenge set by the training sergeants during your days of training. From there the Captains will pick who enter. Those not chosen are rejected and sent home. Understood?”



    “Yes ma’am!” The group shouted in unison.



    “Your training starts tomorrow at O’ 500 hours! That’s 5 am for you rookies.” She shouted before we walked off to the barracks.








    The rest of the new recruits were all piled into the barracks. The tiny space just barely had enough space to hold each one of the 15 new recruits. Apparently the newbies get the smallest room in the barracks to make sure they don’t have personal space issues. I scan the room for anything of interest. A few of the others were huddled near one of the beds talking about which guard squads they would make into. A few others were trying to sleep or minding their own business. A leather bound journal rises from my bag with a familiar light red glow encircling it. I bring out a quill from the same sack as the book. I bring the quill and book near my face and begin to write in the book.



 Journal entry 1#



    Today was probably the most calm of the days to come. The head drill sergeant, Bulldozer, is charming to put it nicely. She is kinda like a real bulldozer, nice and all to look at but can crush you in a moments notice. Huh, that last part sounded like I was complimenting her looks...



    Anyway, after the tour, which I might add gave me some great inspiration if I ever get the chance to paint, there was an introduction. I may have gotten carried away with observing the beauty of the room that I didn’t notice the sergeant making me a target for a little prank that I won’t go into detail with. Never the less, I think it taught me one of the first rules of being a guard. Pay attention or else you will pay for it.



    I think I’ll stop here.  We have to get up at 5 in the morning for training. Tomorrow, if I have the time, I will write about my day again.



    Signed, Swift Strokes.



    I put the brown book back into it’s place. The quill quickly followed after the journal. I place my satchel back on it’s post. I push my head into the brick they call a pillow and close my eyes. My mind begins to drift off into dreamland, only hearing the voices of the few rookies foolish enough to stay up so late.






    

     Sounds of a single trumpet could be heard off in the distance. With each moment the sound rose, taking me further out of the shadows of my dreams with each note. Suddenly the sound stopped, leaving me in a half awake and half asleep state of mind.  I wonder what happened to the... My thought was halted when the sound of the trumpet blared into my ear sending me rocketing to the real world. I jolt upward, eyes wide open. I hear the thump of my heart racing faster than a mother trying to find gifts for her foals on Hearths Warming eve.



    “Mornin sunshine. While you do need your beauty sleep just like the next colt, it’s time to get in gear for training.” I look to my left and see Bulldozer smiling at me with a trumpet in her hooves.



    I shake my head to regain some of my senses, “Right...”



    I roll over in order to get out of bed only to feel air beneath me. With a solid thump I crash against the ground. I hear a few of the others snicker a little as I stand up once more. The sound of my joints cracking fills the space around me as I take my first steps around. The clip-clop of hooves echoes around my ears as all the recruits leave the barracks.







    A few minutes later we all arrive at the training grounds. Various dummies were scattered around a large oval shaped arena. The feel of the dirt showed how packed down it was from all the usage. Shadows of the wall behind casted a shade over us. Different tools to train your body were also spread across the land. Dumbbells for weight training, a track for cardio and even a few tires to drag.  Wow, this may not exactly be premium gym equipment, but still, thats a lot of stuff. 



    “Come on, we got here on time. Why isn’t the sergeant here?” A red earth pony with a blue mane shouted.



    Just then a small foal walked out from one of the doors leading into the stadium. He rose up to around the top of my legs. His grey mane bounced up and down on his brown coat with each step he took. I squint and see a cutie mark in the shape of a pony bucking a training dummy. An air of seriousness took up the area around him rather than the cheerful attitude of every other foal I’ve seen.



    The red earth pony from before, who I think was called ‘Flip Side’ walked forward, “Hey who’s foal is this? I mean come on, it’s bad enough that the drill instructor is late, but sending in a little child in to replace him is just stupid.”



    “Are you saying I look like a foal?” The small pony was irritated to say the least.



    “Yes, you are little foal. Now please be quiet while I find your mother.”



    The small brown earth pony turned around so his hind legs faced Flip Side, “Say that one more time for me please.”



    “Aww, he is trying to threaten me! It’s so adorable! Alright I’ll do what you asked. You are a foa...”



    He went soaring through the air before he could finish the last word. The extended legs of the foal landed on the ground. I look over to the landing site of Flip Side. Beneath a newly formed crater in the wall was the moaning mess of Flip Side. The little pony walked over to him, his face deadpanned. The dust settles as the foal stops and stares down at Flip.



    “I am vice sergeant Small Stature, not a foal. You, recruit, will give me respect. If you call me short once more, I will boot your hiney so far that they will see you soaring over Fillydelphia!” The tiny sergeant yelled at Flip Side.





    Small Stature walked over to the rest of us leaving the poor pony on his own, “Now that I have dealt with trash, we can begin.  As you know, the guards are required to be physically fit. So today I will be training and testing you on your fitness. How well you do will change my recommendation.”



    A blue pony with glasses step forward, “What do you mean recommendation?”



    “You shall only speak when spoken to directly, recruit. Do you understand me?!?” 



    “Y-y-y-yes s-s-sir...”



    Small Stature smiled, “Good, as for your question. Each instructor will give a recommendation to the captains as to where they go. Whether to the Lunar, Solar, Royal or even out on the street will be a partial decision by me and the other instructors. If none of you have any more questions.”



    “Actually sir I have a ques...” The pony talking was quickly met with a buck to the chest sending him barreling backwards into Flip Side.



    “I said do not speak unless I speak to you directly. Understand now?” The sergeant was answered with a moan.



    “Now, today you have a simple test that will train both your patience and fitness. Do you recruits know how the guards stand still for so long with so little facial expression?”



    Another pony stepped forward, “I think that they trai...”



    The sergeant sent another colt into the new formed pile, “Little forgetful aren’t you? Now as I was about to say before I was interrupted. The guards train to get that much endurance and patience. So we're going to hold a little contest. Whoever can stay still the longest without showing emotion of any sort will get my top recommendation and also a pass from the training today.”



    “Sir, isn...” The colt received a glare and a devilish smile from Small causing him to stop talking.



    “Good boy, you don’t get put into the pile of misfits over there. Now as I was saying, in about 5 minutes we will have a contest. In the 5 minutes you will prepare. If there are no questions.” We all remain silent. “Alright, your 5 minutes starts now.”



    All the recruits walk out into their own corner of the arena, even the ones that had formed the piled of misfits. I walk into the corner and begin to think of a plan for the contest. 







     The end of the five minutes is signaled by a large shout from Small, “Alright recruits, the time for preparing is over! Now is the time to test your ability to stand incredibly still for long periods of time!”



    “Sir, I still don...” The colt that was about speak was quickly bucked into the wall behind him.



    “That never gets old. Rookies, lineup! I will start the clock once everypony is orderly.”



    The sounds of stamping hooves filled the area. Each recruit slowly made their way to the center while the sergeant watched intently. Soon a line with no real order began to form out of the ponies. There was no pattern, it jumped from tall to small constantly. The pattern of colors formed by the line would make any artist cringe. I stare forward at the Small Stature, his face retained a mix of a scowl and smile. He walked behind us for a moment but I could feel his icy stare still fixed on us. He returned to in front of us with a small brass stopwatch in his hoof.



    “Alright noobies, the test starts now. The rules are; don’t talk, move, smile, sneeze, or any other movement besides breathing and looking around with your eyes. Any questions, and yes you can ask a question this time without being bucked for speaking when not spoken to.” He held a sinister grin while he spoke.



    A moment passed before the opportunity of getting to ask a question broke one of the recruits, “I have a question sir.” He paused waiting for a kick which never came. He gave a sigh and continued, “How long exactly do we have to wait to get a decent recommendation?” 



   “You won’t have to worry about that since you already failed.” 



    “Wait what?”



     Small was having a mini laugh fit, “I said the test started already. I tricked you recruit! Now since you failed start running laps around the track. If you stop then I will send you into the wall.”



     “Um, how long do I run for?”



     “Until the contest is over.”



      “Bu...” He stopped talking after he looked into the stare of Small.



      “Good, now get running.” The recruit took off to do his laps.



         The sergeant smiled at his successful trick. Time begins to pass, seconds into minutes, minutes into hours, hours into days. Well, maybe not days, but quite some time passed. The minutes were only filled the stamping of the stallion running around the track. Eventually some of the others caved in and joined their comrade. I watched them still as a statue determined to get that recommendation.  Just pretend you're working on your paintings, remain still to get perfect strokes... I repeated that thought to myself constantly. After about an hour there were 5 out of the original 15 that were still standing. The sergeant walked up to us after another ten minutes.



          “Rookies, I will be stepping out for a moment to handle some business. I expect you to stay like that while I’m gone.” The small sergeant walked toward the gate.



         A moment passes after we hear the last of his hoofsteps. “Thank Celestia he is gone.” 



        The four other recruits relaxed themselves and began to talk. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. We take a small rest and then act like we were standing still the whole time!” 



       The group laughed and joked around. I remained still, knowing that there was a catch to the sergeant leaving. Minutes pass and the stallions begin to talk like teenage mares gossiping about colts. The thump of my heartbeat constant as I watched the recruits get back in line and resume to standing still or running laps. A few minutes pass and the sergeant returns. He walks close to us examining our faces for something. I feel the wet touch of sweat roll down my head.



       “Heh, I didn’t expect you to stay this still for so long.”



      He walks over to the other four and smiles.  Are they seriously getting away with cheating? For a moment that thought passes through my mind until I see one of the colts fly backwards into the wall. Three more stallion shaped blurs zoom into the wall at high speeds. 



     “I may not be here at the time but that doesn’t mean I can’t hear you numbskulls.” He hollered at my fellow recruits.



      He begins to walk over to me, “And it looks like you're the winner. I would say you did amazing but as you know I wasn’t here for sometime. Anyway you get the rest of the training day off and my top recommendation. Unfortunately for you the entire training day ends when the contest ends. So yeah sucks to be you at the moment.”



     He turns away from me, “You mean this entire ti...”



     I feel his hoof collide into me. The whistle of the wind blew in my ears as I soared. For a moment I felt some relaxation. The moment was quickly shattered by the wall I soon smashed into. I slowly peeled off the wall and fell to the ground with a thud.



    “You broke the first rule and yes it was just a trick to get you motivated. Now shut your mouth and get to your bed. You get to meet Stacked Deck tomorrow.” He spoke with a sinister tone.








    The sound of ringing signaling both the start of the night shift and midnight echoed through the air. I look up briefly to see the rookies following their same pattern as yesterday. A fairly large group of ponies which I labelled the ‘gossips’ were hidden away in their corner. The few recruits who weren’t apart of the ‘gossips’ were labelled as the ‘outsiders’ in my mind. Most of the outsiders were sleeping or attempting to do so while the annoying chatter of the gossips filled their ears.  My magic extends into my bag until it finds it’s targets. Slowly the book and quill hover out of their places and in front of me.



     Journal entry 2#,



    Today started a little more abrupt than my last night of sleep. I can still hear my alarm playing decent music softly to bringing me out of my slumber. Today I was greeted in the morning by a trumpet on full blast into my ear. I can still hear the ringing. 



   The training started faster than I thought it would. We had about 20 minutes to eat breakfast before being rushed to the training grounds. The grounds were quite amazing, however, and during the little free time I had I tried to memorize most of it for later projects. Besides the training grounds there was the instructor, a little stallion named Small Stature. The name fit him perfectly since he looked no bigger than a foal. He was kind of cute really...



        I brief shiver crawls down my spine as I wrote the little bit about our sargeant being cute.





    Anyway besides the size of our instructor was the test he put us through. All we had to do is stand completely still and do absolutely nothing and my Celestia it was hard. We spent hours standing in single place, I watched as my fellow recruits slowly walk into the running lanes. The test persisted until finally the instructor left for a moment or so. During that time the gossips got into their group and began to chat. After they finished, Small Stature returned and swiftly bucked them all into the walls behind them. 



      I ended up winning the contest only to know that the training day ended when the contest did. So all I really got for all my hard work was a recomendation for being in the guards. So I guess the morale of today is two parted. Rule 2 of the guard, Do your job right or pay the price. And don’t comment on Small Stature’s size...



      That was today’s events. I’ll write again tomorrow if I survive this pony named Stacked Deck.



      Signed, Swift Strokes.



      I shut the book and return both the quill and notebook into my bag. I release my magic grip on them then push my head back into my pillow. I slowly drifted off, the sounds of the ponies talking was drowned out by silence.








    I felt the sensations of warmth travel through my half awake body. The cold silence of the night lulling me deeper into sleep. Faint sound of hoofsteps echo into my ear.  It’s probably a nightguard walking through the barracks to get to his post. I ignore the sounds only for them to increase in volume.  They sure are taking their.. Before my thought was finished I felt my bed tip over.  TIME?!? I jolt awake in time to see myself fly out of bed along with the rest of the recruits.  A great many thumps echo outward in unison as we all hit the ground. I quickly push myself up and look toward the bed tipper. 



    A large black stallion stood before me. He wore a dark blue plate helmet with bat wings on each side.  I could see the outlines of the armor running down his neck to join with his main piece. Subtle changes in texture give the armor a much more frightening appearance then it would without it. I finished admiring the marvelous work of his armor and turn my attention to his face. A chill rushes down my spine as I find myself face to face with a snake eyed pony.



    The stallion walks away, “Alright newbies! Time for your second day of training! Unicorns head to the training grounds, pegasi to the garden, and earth ponies stay here and wait for your instructor.”

    

    All of the recruits took several moments to collect themselves. Zombified looks were spread throughout the room. We began our walk to the training grounds. The world of the night was much more mysterious than the morning. Faint moonlight radiating off the marble spires of Canterlot. Distant howls of wolves just barely reach my ears. The small ponds scattered around the area reflected the moons elegance in their calm waves. The training field looked the same as it was in the daytime, with the exception of lanterns lighting small patches of walls giving the illusion of a grander size.



    The inside of the arena was the same with only the shadows of the stands casting down on the central area. I scan around for our instructor as did many of my fellow recruits. We were met with little success. A strange feature of the arena at the moment was the amount of mirrors spread around. You think in the military they would be on time for training..



    “‘Ello gents, glad to see you all made it on time for training.” A mysterious voice shouted.



    I turn around quickly in order to confront the new voice. On the arena stands where ponies would sit was a figure. His features masked by the shadows that encompassed him. The figure walked toward the end of the seats towards the dropoff to the field itself. Without hesitation the shape jumped down the small cliff. To avoid watching the painful event of him landing hard on the ground I firmly shut my eyes. I wait a moment and the look back at the shape. 



    Standing not too far from our group was a unicorn standing a little taller than myself. A black vest striped with white covered a bit of his silver coat. His golden mane was perfectly coiffed back onto his neck. A large deck of cards bulged from the pocket of his vest. Light reflected off the pearly white grin he gave and every single one of us. His blue eyes constantly watching us. To sum him up in a simple phrase would be, ‘Dang, he must be popular!’.



    “Good day, or more appropriately, night. Anyways, tonight is the race specific training. Pegasi test to flight ability, earth ponies will be tested on their strength and we unicorns get to do magic tests. Now I’m sure by now you're all familiar with how this works? I will give you a simple task with simple rules. Each time a task is completed by a pony then a new test will be given to the others to avoid cheating.” His voice was rich and deep almost like he was singing a melody as he spoke.



    One of the recruits stood forward, “Um.. sir, what...” 



    A card rose up from Stacked’s deck encircled in a grey hue of light. The card floated in front of the recruit and came to a rest about 3 inches from his face. The sergeant gave a sly grin as the hue increased from a brief moment. What happened next mimicked what would happen if you interrupted or spoke out of turn with Small Stature. The pony flew back at blinding speeds only to be stopped immediately by the stone wall.



    “Please don’t speak kiddo. The adult is speaking right now.” The card floated back into the deck smoothly, “As I was saying, new test every time one is complete, yada yada yada. Now that instructions are over, we can start the first test. Who agrees?”



    We remain deathly silent for fear of what he might do, “I’ll take your silence as a yes. First test, all you have to do is guess what card I pull out of the deck. You are allowed to use any magic besides sight spells. Alright, now when you're ready to take the test come up and tell me.”



    The recruits went into their usual groups. Each one devising a plan to beat the test. I could hear the faint whispers of “moving” and “mirrors”.  Why would he spread mirrors all over? It makes the test too easy... I walk over to one of the many mirrors. Oak borders around the mirror itself. It was held up by two sticks attached to wheels. I push the mirror back and forth and feel nothing strange about it. I scan every detail of it and see no difference of it between any other mirror. 



     I continue my search suspecting that one of the mirrors would have something wrong with it. About half way through my search, the first pony stepped up to the challenge. Stacked explained the rules and goal of the exercise once more before the pony started the challenge. A single card slid out of the sergeant’s deck and floated in front of his face.  The challenging recruit has a creepy smile as a brown aura envelopes one of the mirrors. The clattering of the wheels running over the rubble fills the air as the mirror made it’s way over.



     The mirror stopped behind the instructor showing the reflection of a 8 of hearts and the recruit smugly said, “The card you have is the 8 of hearts.”



     The card turned to face the group revealing a ace of spades, “Sorry bucko, you guessed wrong. Now as for punishment you have to sing... a jolly tune about lemons while dancing on your hind legs.”



      “What? Why should I do such a ridiculous task?”



      “Because you chose wrong, and now you suffer the consequences. If you don’t want to do it you can leave the guards and never return. This goes for all of you. If you fail I will make you do a funny thing like that. If you don’t perform, then leave. The guards do not need those not willing to accept punishment.”



      I was surprised to see none of the ponies leaving. Each one had their hooves firmly planted in the ground. Soon a catchy tune about lemons enters my ears. The thumping of the ponies hind legs fills the air. The rest of the recruits return to their business of strategy.  The mirrors are all the same yet for some reason it showed the wrong card... wait.  Maybe that’s the test. We have to follow the rules but all he said no sight spells... I wonder if...



      “Sir, I would like to take the test.” I shout at Stacked Deck.



      A chill is sent down my back as he smiles, “Are you sure? You know what happens if you lose my challenge right? You were paying attention when I was explaining, weren't you?”



     I take a big gulp, “Yes sir, I was paying attention during your explanation. I am ready to take your test and accept the consequence of my failure.”



     “Alright, test starts now. Rules are the same, no sight magic whatsoever.”



     A silver glow swallows the sergeants horn. A glow that mimics the shine enveloping the sergeants begins to pull a single card from the deck in his vest pocket. The card rose in front of his face. I gulp as a single bead of sweat drips down my head.  This is almost like the statue drill all over again. 



     I reach out my magic toward one of the mirrors. My magical grip grabs one of the mirrors and begins to drag it over. The sounds of rocks being crushed under the wheels fills my ears as the mirror approaches behind the sergeant. My eyes remain locked on Stacked Deck. As the mirror comes to a halt Stacked gives a devilish grin of a pony who just won the jackpot.  I knew it. It was a trick the whole time. 



     I release my magic from the mirror. I check the mirrors reflection and see clear as day the 2 of diamonds printed on the card. I return my attention back to Stacked Deck who retained his smile. I hear the whispering of my fellow recruits as they question what is taking me so long to say the card. I begin to walk forward slowly. I test the waters to see how the sergeant would react to my approach and I am met with an even larger smile. Slowly I make my way to Stacked, while all of the recruits started talking to one another about what in Celestia’s mane I was doing. 



    I finally end up right beside Stacked Deck. I move to his side so that I could see the card. Printed on the card, as opposed to the mirror, was the king of hearts.  So the mirror was made to show the wrong reflection..



    “The card is the king of hearts.” I say proudly.



     Stacked moves away from me a little. He stares at the card as if he were making sure it was what he thought it was. From the sheer look of concentration on his face I was surprised the card didn’t burst into flames. He looks up from the card and smiles. Slowly the card flips over revealing the king of hearts.



     “Congrats amigo! You are the first one to pass the magic test. As your prize you get to go back to the barracks!” He laughed joyfully.



     “Really? That’s all? No training at all just one test?”



     He looks at me quizzically, “This was meant to test both magic and intelligence. You fulfilled all we needed so you’re free to go but if you want training I cou...”



     “No no, that’s alri...” Suddenly a feel the pain of 10 Small Statures kicking me in the stomach at once.



      I fall to the ground with omph, “Rules still apply kiddo. Do not interrupt a sergeant. Now off to the barracks with you! As for the rest of you, you will all remain here until you pass the test.”








    I return to the barracks shortly after leaving the shadow of the arena. I look around the bunks and see a few of the other recruits already asleep or talking.  They must have passed their tests first as well... A few moments pass and more of my comrades regroup in the small sleeping space. I give a swift stare around the room and then return to the journal placed in front of me. My quill was hanging mid air with the help of my magic. 



     Journal entry 3#,



    This journal entry is being written sooner than I thought I would, but due to the events of training here I am writing once more. Today’s training was held at night, and by night I mean if it weren’t for the lights scattered all around the castle I wouldn’t be able to see my hoof in front of my face. Anyway, today’s training was for unicorns specifically, the other types of ponies were separated into their own groups so I don’t know what happened to them. 



    Unlike our previous instructor, Stacked Deck, was a full size stallion. He looked like he had way too much free time and hair gel with the way his mane was styled. Stacked was possibly the definition of high class and charm. His vest contrasted perfectly against his silver coat. His entire body looked like painting with perfect strokes each time. I am admiring a stallion based on looks and I pray my brothers never see this journal. 



    Beside a new instructor we received a new test. Rather than a test of endurance, we got one more based on our intelligence. The sergeant told us to follow the rules of the test and that after one of us completed a test he would change the test to stop cheating. The test I took was fairly simple and at first glance could easily be solved by a foal. We had to guess the card that he picked out of his deck. If we guessed right we could head back to the barracks if wrong then we had to do a humiliating task. At first I thought it was just a simple thing of moving one of the many mirrors scattered around the arena and look through the mirror to see the card. I was proven wrong when the first challenger and myself saw clear as day in the mirror a different card than what the sergeant had pulled out.



    After some thought on what he said and the events that had transpired to the failure of the recruit, I suddenly had an epiphany as to what the test was truly testing. It was not a test of magic but instead a test of paying close attention and cunning. The mirrors had been set up to show the wrong card. I tested my theory by pulling one of the mirrors close making sure he heard it coming. His smile gave away that the mirrors were the wrong answer. After figuring that out I knew the answer to the puzzle. He said to follow the rules and the only rules were no sight spells. Rather than paying attention to what I couldn’t do I looked at what the rules allowed me to do. I was allowed to walk up to him and look at the card. Turns out I was correct, he did nothing to stop me from looking at the card or approach him. After that he sent me back here, to the barracks in which I am writing this journal entry.



    So, what I learned from today’s (or tonight’s) test is that sometime the simplest of solutions is the most brilliant one. I’ll end this entry here, I most likely have training tomorrow and I don’t want to lose anymore sleep then I already have.



Signed, Swift Strokes.



    I hide my journal back into my bag. I try to increase the comfort of my pillow by fluffing it. Instead of making it softer I could swear I heard it snap in half.  Geeze, what in Celestia’s mane do they make these out of? Was my last thought as I drift off into unconsciousness. 








     How will they wake us up this time? Cannon fire? Maybe set our beds on fire? I nervously thought as I returned to semi consciousness. My eyes dart back and forth under my eyelids. I felt the slight movement of my ears as I wait for any sign of what could wake us up. After a while I hear the clip clop of a single set of hooves. I cringe slightly waiting for the blare of a trumpet or the tilt of my bed. But neither came, I wait a while longer but nothing happens.I prepare to get myself out of bed to ask the voice what it had said but I was quickly given an answer to my not yet asked question.



    ”AWAKEN NEW RECRUITS, AND RISE FROM THY BEDS! TODAY YOU SHALL ATTEND THE INITIATION CEREMONY!” A thunderous voice boomed that literally propelled me and several other ponies out of their beds.



    I quickly collect myself off the floor and several ponies in order to view our booming guest. As I stare up I see a coat as blue as the ocean and a mane that flowed up and down in a ethereal breeze that was dotted by small star like twinkles. I quickly bow down to the majestic princess of the night, Luna.



    She gave a small smile, “Arise young ponies, today is a day where your future is decided. Please meet the captains of the guards along with me and the sergeants in the training ground. The royal canterlot voice was a gift from my sister.”



    The princess left all of the recruits dumbstruck and still in a pile. We all gather our wits and head out to the training field that we had visited a few times during our training. There was not much different about the exterior of the arena. The interior had a large stage with a podium. On the podium stood all my instructors along with a pegasus and an earth pony I had not seen before. 



    The earth pony looked fairly average. Nothing special about him really stood out. His mane blended nicely with the auburn of his coat. His entire expression was bored and uninterested. His mane was quite the opposite of Stacked Deck’s. His mane when shot out every direction making him look like a mad scientist who held onto a bolt of electricity a little too long.



    The pegasus was a different story. Her mane and coat looked well groomed but not to the degree Stacked had. Her wings were folded tightly to her side blending in well with her light blue coat. The mixture of blue and yellow in her mane contrasted well. Her face was lowered to ground making her mane hide her face.  I thought we were supposed to be the nervous ones, not the instructors...



    The recruits all gathered to the area in front of the stage. The small talk of the groups behind me reach my ears. A few moments pass by before those on the stage looked ready to start the ceremony. Princess Luna stepped forward so that she was the main pony to see.



    “Greetings recruits, I am glad to be here while my sister is busy with other royal duties. Today’s ceremony will be to congratulate those who passed the tests we have set within the last day. I hope those who do not pass today try once again next year.” She gave the same warm smile Celestia would give in these situations.



    A single piece of paper enveloped in a blue aura came up to the princess, “I will now read off the names of those who passed and what guard they will be assigned too. Your assignment will be based off your attitude, performance and the personal recommendations of your instructors.” 



    “Those assigned to the solar guard are, Fast Track; Velvet Sheath; Wind Burn...” 



     She continued to list the names of each pony who made it into the solar guard. After the solar guard was the lunar guard which she took much more enthusiasm in saying.  I can almost see the bias flowing off her... Each name passed and with each one I grew more and more worried that I had not passed the tests correctly. She finished the last name and cleared her throat.



     “These lasts names will be for the royal guard, the protectors and last wall of defense for Canterlot. Whose ever name I do not say, I hope all of you keep your hope and try once more next year.”  Next year? I don’t have enough money for next week! 



     “The names are Flip Side; Rose Thorn; Black Knight and lastly...” She looked hard at the paper.



     The princess leaned back to Small Stature and I could vaguely hear her ask ‘how does one pronounce this name?’  She can’t pronounce the name? I can’t tell if this by accident or on purpose to cause dramatic scene... The royal mare leaned forward again and lifted her head high.



    “The last name is Smith Strikes!” All of the recruits looked at each other with confusion until Stacked stepped up.



    “She meant Swift Strokes. Congratulations to all the recruits who passed, can’t wait to see you all on duty.” They dismissed us all.



    We all said our goodbyes to each other. The ones who had not passed left through the main gates each with a sad expression. I turn away from the recruits walking away and turned to the castle and smiled.



     Today is the first day of the rest of my life.









    

    
      

      
   
      Treasure


      

      
      
         When Twilight had asked “Want to take another look at the Everfree castle,” Rainbow Dash had not expected it to mean “Want to stand around endlessly?” Especially with all the gushing about “exciting historical significance.”



She sighed, flicking her tail as she leaned against the smooth stone wall. The pale purple surface seemed duller and duller with each swish of the vibrant, multi-colour strands. The pegasus’ eyes fell down her snout and continued across the woefully bare room. They settled in the centre where Twilight Sparkle busied herself.



A twinkle, not unlike the starbursts in the unicorn’s cutie mark, filled her eyes as they darted from wall to the floating quill and parchment and back. The glow of her horn and the magic surrounding her hovering pen and paper cast a soft pink over her purple coat. A light blue saddlebag hung across her back, the corner of a yellowed book peeking out from under the half open flap. A shower of glitter plucked the tome from its nest, the pages of ‘Castles Throughout the Years: A Comprehensive Guide’ spilling open.



“Are you done yet?”



“Almost. Yes, I’m certain this must have been a study! Which means I was right. This is unlike anything listed in my book!”



With a quick stroke, the quill added another line to the scroll, completing the fourth box in the diagram.



“So a bedroom is where the dining room is supposed to be. What’s the big deal?” Dash’s forehoof met with a pebble, sending it skipping into the dimly lit shadows.



“Oh, come on. This is the princesses’ castle! And it’s customized! Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”



“Not if it’s boring and empty.”



Twilight stared at her friend through slitted eyes.



“I mean, where’s the little pictures? The treasure? The adventure? This is just one empty room after the other.”



“Dash. Princesses’ castle. Not the Lost Temple of the Sapphire Stone.”



“I wish it was.”



“Wrong side of the world.” Twilight sighed, her magic stuffing the tools back into her bag. “And you know, Daring doesn’t find adventure in every room either.”



“No offense, Twilight, but at least she can make boring things sound, well, not boring.”



The unicorn rolled her eyes. “This way.”



She led her friend under a crumbling arch and into a small room. Time had not been any kinder there, leaving the stone tired and broken. If not for the line of rotted bookcases dominoing across the side wall and the doorless cabinet on the other, it could have been just a smaller version of the previous room.



Twilight made her way to the shelves, light flowing from her horn as her magic poked at the mixture of moss and webbing. “I can’t believe any of this survived!”



“Yea. ‘Survived.’” Dash replied, breaking off toward the cabinet. She reached out and to touch one of the lower drawers. The handle clattered to the ground. The pegasus sighed, propping her forehooves on top of the drawer.



And jumped as the container edged backward.



Rainbow blinked, eyes flitting to Twilight with the careful indignity of a cat. Satisfied that her friend was still distracted by the mess of broken wood, Dash turned her attention back to the cabinet.



Squinting past the shadows, she realized the wall was further from the cupboard than she originally thought. She poked her head around back. The passage was cramped: not even two ponies wide and slanted down, slinking off into an endless darkness.



“Hey, Twilight. This one goes down. Do castles go down?”



The unicorn trotted over, the light of her horn forcing the blackness to give way -- to more blackness. She frowned.



“Yes, but I’d expect the cellar to be closer to the kitchen.”



Dash flashed Twilight a grin, almost springing into the mouth of the pathway. “Could be a secret passage. Let’s check it out!”



“If it is, somepony did a really bad job of keeping it hidden. Just don’t get your hopes up. If we find anything, it’ll probably be somepony’s hundreds of years old lunch.”



Rainbow shrugged. “Can’t be more boring than up here.”








The ramp circled round for the fifth time before it finally leveled off. The passage widened, breaking off in all directions, its size lost in impenetrable darkness.



Twilight had barely opened her mouth when a loud, echoing click grabbed her attention. The room blasted into existence, flames licking out from torches all along the wall. The mares each tucked their heads against their bodies, the unicorn raising a forehoof and Rainbow, a wing, when that was not enough.



After several long moments, the light settled into a warm glow. The room was wide and rectangular with heavily faded carvings running all along the walls. On the far side was an open door, a couple cobwebs slung delicately across its frame.



In the very centre was a stone pedestal, its cylindrical form chipped and battered. A weathered vase, its design unlike anything Twilight had ever seen, crowned the altar.



Dash grinned, hurrying over to the vase. “Hey, check it out.”



She peered around to the left, then waved her foreleg above the container. She brushed her bangs from her face and rubbed her forehooves together.



Twilight giggled, her mind painting a pith helmet atop her friend’s head.



With a look of indifference, Rainbow Dash snatched the urn with her mouth.



“Wait, don’t touch it! It might be-”



The room trembled. The ceiling spewed dust and a few larger chunks even dislodged themselves.



‘Out! Get out!’ Twilight’s mind screamed.



She turned to the entrance just in time to see a thick slab of rock come crashing down with deafening force. Thousands of specks shot off the floor, joining the existing grit in attacking the unicorn. She fell to her knees in a fit of coughing and blurry tears.



Seconds passed. Then minutes. An eternity later, the room fell deathly silent. Twilight groaned, forcing an eye open.



Rainbow Dash let out a cough from behind the pedestal. She was huddled against the ground, the vase beneath her miraculously still in one piece.



The pegasus met Twilight’s gaze, a small, sheepish smile forming. “Booby trapped?”



“I... was going to say fragile,” the purple pony replied, hacking out more dust, “but yes, that too.”



Dash stood and shook herself out before carefully retrieving the jar and setting it back on its stand. She glanced from vase to entrance and back again. Her wings drooped.



Sweat formed on the pegasus’ forehead as she rushed over to the slab, pushing with all her might. Twilight’s horn glowed, the magenta of her magic shining out from beneath Rainbow’s hooves.



“It won’t budge...” Dash gasped.



“Maybe I can teleport us,” Twilight said, fighting back a frown. She closed her eyes, gritting her teeth as colour poured from her horn. Pain leapt across her brain, like a slap to the forehead, except somehow inside her skull. She jerked back, wobbling a few moments before she collapsed.



“Twilight?!” Rainbow Dash galloped over to her fallen friend.



“Nnnugh, why isn’t it working?”



Twilight scrambled to her hooves and stared at the far end of the room. Her horn sparkled, but before she knew it, she was on her rump again. She clenched her eyes, clutching her forelegs to the sides of her head.



“Twilight, stop. What’s wrong?”



The purple pony pushed herself to her hooves, brushing some dust from her fur. “It’s like everytime I try to do it, I crash into some sort of magic wall. I... I guess it makes sense, since this is the princesses’ castle, but...”



Both mares looked forlornly at sealed passage.



Rainbow turned her gaze to the other door, the pegasus hesitating with each word. “Maybe there’s a switch or something?”



Twilight gulped. “Only one way to find out.”



Twenty shaky steps later, they found themselves in a large, square room. Crumbling pillars, seemingly held up by their blanket of overgrowth, ran the length of the left and right sides. At the end of the columns was a doorway. But this one was blocked by a grate, rust covering it top to bottom.



Both edged their way to the doorway, small chunks of broken rock skittering away from their hooves.



Dash pressed her weight against the metal, her trouble gaining her little more than a light rattle. “No good...”



She glanced about the room. A hole, just to her left, caught her eye. Its rounded, hoof shape beckoned. “Maybe there’s something in there?”



Twilight squatted, trying to squint past the blackness. “Do you want to stick your hoof in that?”



Rainbow eyed the hole again. It was just too inviting. Too easy. “No thanks.”



“Thought so. Hmmm... but what if...”



Twilight’s horn glowed and a sizable hunk of rock rose from the floor. It made its way over to the cavity, sliding easily inside.



Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap. Tap, tap. Tap, click. Crunch.



“I think I got it!” Despite the unsettling clattering, the unicorn found herself beaming as the gate fell into the floor.



‘Just like Daring Do!’ she thought.



Twilight’s mouth fell open, her mind pulled aboard a high speed train of thought. She stared blankly at the hoof hole. The sealing entrance, the grate, the hoof hole switch, the layout of the rooms. The sequence was chillingly familiar: one she had read many times. She peered over at Dash, the pegasus almost mirroring her look. “This could be just coincidence, but-”



“Daring Do and the Tomb of Horse?”



“Yea. But there’s no way. That’s just silly.”



Rainbow let out a nervous chuckle. “Wrong side of the world, right?”



They pressed onward and found themselves in a spacious corridor, an open passage sitting at the far end. A large crack traveled along the low ceiling, leaving a curved pile of debris in its wake. Simple, dull edged glyphs ran the full length of each wall, creating an endless arrangement of bucket carrying ponies.



Dash followed each carving, her stare becoming wider with each new figure. She stepped back, her imagination drawing a dotted line where Daring Do should be.



“Okaaaaay... this is just creepy.”



Twilight nodded, pressing a hoof to one the blackened silhouettes. “It’s... just like the cover.”



Rainbow glanced side to side. “You think we’ll find Horse sitting on a pile of treasure, cursing at the rest of the world?”



Twilight frowned. “I... I want to say no. That a pony feeling so hurt and alone as to abandon her name is just an old mare’s tale. But it all just keeps adding up... Maybe we should turn back.”



Rainbow Dash strode down the hall, boldly puffing out her chest. “And do what? Besides, Daring would never-”



“But we’re not Daring, Dash!” the unicorn hissed.



Rainbow struck a pose. “Maybe not, but not exactly nor- What?!”



She hopped backward as the tile gave way, sinking firmly into the floor. With an unholy screech, the gate slid back into place.



“No fair! That’s not in the book!” the pegasus moaned.



The walls shook and groaned, the stone jaws of a great beast closing in on the ponies.



“RUN!” Twilight yelled, breaking into a gallop.



Rainbow charged to the remaining doorway, easily outpacing the walls. With a grin, she turned back to Twilight. But her smile quickly melted into horror: the purple pony was falling behind.



Launching herself back into the hallway, the pegasus swung around, leaving a flowing rainbow trail. She slammed into the unicorn with all the force she could muster and they shot forward, becoming a tornado of limbs and colourful fur.



The two of them tumbled head over hooves for a good few seconds, kicking up a cloud of dust that could give the walls a run for their money. As the mares came to a stop in a tangle of pastel grime, the room filled with the sickening crunch of stone on stone, followed by an ominous boom.



Twilight peeked over her bangs. Two giant purple slabs sat together in a tight hug, the hallway a victim of their affection.



“Thanks... Rainbow,” she gasped.



“Don’t... don’t mention it...”



Twilight pushed herself off of her friend and stood, scanning the room. The same carvings from what used to be the corridor lined both the outer wall and the pillars that ran along it. Heaps of cloth sat in tattered piles against the left and right walls. With great care, she tiptoed over to the closest heap. After several moments of magical prodding, she lifted it, revealing the remains of a banner.



The barest of blues fought its way through the caked dust. Despite the extensive damage, Twilight knew exactly what she was looking at: two ponies forming a circle around the sun and the moon.



She frowned. The vision of a deep purple flag, its centre stamped yellow by a crescent horseshoe, danced through the back of her mind.



“Somepony went through a lot of work,” the unicorn mused.



“To make this look like Horse’s Tomb?”



“Or liked it enough to write a book about it. Certain details aside, anyway.” She glanced at the Equestrian banner one more time before letting it fall to the floor.



“As cool as that sounds, this is starting to get old.”



“It does give us an advantage. If we’re careful to avoid any extra surprises, we know where to go and how to get there.”



“So we find Horse’s room and bust out through her exit?”



Twilight nodded.



“Let’s do it.”



They left the room and as expected, they were forced into a sharp right turn, the hallway widening into something no less than huge. Twilight was almost certain they could cram a few of Ponyville’s houses inside if they tried hard enough.



As the pair stepped away from the corner, Twilight half expected Horse’s booming voice to demand they turn back. To tell them she had not forgiven them for abandoning her and that proceeding would be their end. Instead, she found her hooves giving way.



With a yelp, both ponies scrambled back from the sinking tiles. They stared dumbly as the bricks fell away, a tidal wave of stone crashing down upon each other. Within seconds, a pit, filled with rows upon rows of sharpened stone stood where the floor used to be.



Twilight sighed. “That’s new.”



Rainbow grinned, flexing her wings. “Nothing these babies can’t handle.”



Before Twilight could open her mouth, Dash took off, making a quick lap of the hall.



“There could have been more traps!”



“Duh! What do you think I was looking for?”



Twilight let out another sigh. “Let’s just go.”



The unicorn’s stomach churned, despite Dash’s iron grip, as each jagged tooth passed beneath the pair. But after several tense moments, they cleared the doorway. Twilight let out a breath she did not even realize she was holding.



Her hooves were barely on the ground when a loud, metallic ping echoed around the room. Twilight’s eyes darted over the narrow passage, the crumbling stone railing forming into a balcony that overlooked a great black void. But nothing caught her attention.



She turned her gaze to the empty expanse, another balcony sitting opposite the pit. Then she looked up. A pulsing pink crystal sat embedded in the high roof. Her eyes went wide.



“Dash, get d-oof!” the unicorn cried out as she was thrown against the railing. She gasped inaudibly, struggling to untangle herself while the air blasted over her.



“I can’t!” Rainbow yelled. “It’s got me!”



Twilight pushed her head up and found herself eating her mane. She spit the strands aside as she tried to find her friend.



Rainbow Dash thrashed ferociously. But her flailing hooves and wings seemed little match for the gale drawing her closer and closer to the hungry crystal.



“Rainbow! Hang on!”



“To WHAT?!”



Twilight’s horn leapt to life, a magenta light encircling both it and Dash. The unicorn grunted, eyes widening as her friend continued to crawl upwards. Sweat beaded on her brow, a second layer of magic forming. But still she found herself losing the tug-of-war.



Her mind tripped over itself as it scrambled through page after page. Until finally Daring Do came through for her. If only she could do the same for Dash.



Bracing her body on the balcony, Twilight stood. Dust ground beneath her hooves as she dug in, her magic expanding once more. She squinted and a small bolt shot toward the gem. The attack went wide, shattering into glittering shards as it struck the ceiling. She tried again. And a third time, each attempt coming a little closer.



But Twilight’s horn was starting to feel heavier, her knees starting to buckle. The unicorn focused one more time. The beam found home and all sound died away. The crystal’s vibrant pink sank into a deep purple.



Twilight reeled Rainbow Dash in, nearly dumping her friend on the floor before collapsing into a heap. Several minutes passed as the two just lay there, their gasps filling the room.



Dash glanced at Twilight. “No more.... flying... around crazy gems... Thanks, Twi.”



“Any... anytime. I can’t believe... Daring did that... with a hat...” the purple pony groaned.



“She’s a lot better at this.”



Twilight let out a giggle. “You can say that again. Let’s go before that thing gets any more ideas.”



Though tender and bruised, the girls struggled to their hooves, crossed the balcony and shuffled down the ramp.



The passage was long, but for once, nothing threatened them. Still, they took their time, Twilight prodding at the floor and walls with broken chunks of rock. She did her best to focus, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Horse.



‘Even the most magnificent things, whether they be great monuments or the best of relationships, eventually crumble and become forgotten,’ in particular, nagged at her mind.



The following room was small, almost cramped. On the exact opposite side was a ramp leading up. In the middle was a stone pedestal, a series of deep cracks spider webbing from halfway up its base. Beside it lay an overturned pony bust, its form split almost straight down the centre. Beneath the bust’s head was a long band of metal, its form twisted and crushed.



Rainbow blinked, gaping at the shattered tiara. “No way. It was real?”



“Feeling nopony could understand her, Horse channeled all of her rage and sorrow into a torrent of chaotic magic. The result: a crown that makes a pony everything she is not,” Twilight recited, eyes following invisible lines just above her bangs.



Both girls shuddered.



They made their way to the far ramp, doing their best not to look back. After another long length of uneventful corridor, they found themselves on the second balcony. A familiar bottomless gap greeted them and as they crossed the ledge, a glint brought Twilight’s eyes back to the dormant purple gem above.



She leaned in, whispering to her pegasus friend lest she reawaken the slumbering beast, “Crazy gem.”



Rainbow Dash gave a solemn nod.



The next room was huge, the bricks of the ceiling practically specks in the distance. A pair of giant stone slabs, as tall as the mares several times over, towered above an intricately carved altar.



The girls trotted over. Set into the altar’s surface was a stone disc. Upon the disc itself were stylized depictions of the sun and the moon, the second of which was pointed at the slabs.



Dash frowned. “No seasons? What gives?”



Twilight shook her head, circling the disc. “We’re on our own on this one.”



Rainbow Dash glared at the pedestal, pressing her weight against it. Although it grinded in protest, she forced it to turn. As the sun aligned with the door, the two slabs swung open with an earth shaking rumble.



Several metres into the new passage, tongues of flame licked up and down, creating a wall of heat. Both mares’ jaws dropped.



Twilight shifted nervously. “How-?”



Tremors filled the room once more, the doors slamming shut with unexpected speed. The pedestal clicked as it ground back into place, its moon once more facing the closed stones.



“Let’s try that again,” Twilight mumbled, her horn lighting up. She brought the disc around, revealing the same hall of fire. Half a minute later and it was gone.



The unicorn steeled herself. “I’m going in.”



Rainbow Dash blinked, staring at Twilight as though she had grown a second horn. “What? What are you going to do in there?”



“Look around.”



“Uhh...”



“After the doors close, wait about a minute and then open it again.”



Dash tilted her head. “You sure?”



“Yea, I have an idea.” Twilight smiled unconvincingly.



The girls turned the altar one more time. Rainbow paced nervously as the stone maw swallowed her friend. She counted each excruciating moment in her head.



‘She’ll be fine. She’ll be fine,’ Dash told herself each time she swapped direction.



After a small eternity, she eagerly plowed the pedestal into place. She stood tall, fighting the urge to rush forward as the doors inched open.



A beaming Twilight beckoned. “Rainbow! Get in here! It stops when the door closes!”








The lair of Horse. Untold riches, their reflections painting the room gold. Pillows of the smoothest silk. Luxury as could only be provided by the most refined of magicks.



Twilight let out a sigh of relief, brain scolding her imagination for getting so worked up. The room was big. Big enough that she could probably fit most of her library inside. But aside from the odd vase or stray coin, she realized the pale purple emptiness was the perfect sign the dreaded confrontation with Horse was not to be. She wandered over to the middle, leaving tracks in the dust.



Against the far wall was a small shrine: a perfectly flat stone circle protected by the largely unnecessary roof. On either side were long tapestries, a heavy brown tint dulling the blue background, the princesses and the sun and moon which they were circling.



A flash of white sprung into existence, disappearing as quickly as it came. Strands of flowing pink, green and blue poked out from under the shrine’s roof as the regal, ivory alicorn stepped into view.



Each of the girls gaped, looking to the other for confirmation. Twilight rubbed her eyes. Rainbow sputtered.



“P-princess?!” the girls exclaimed.



“Hello, Twilight Sparkle, Rainbow Dash.”



“You’re Horse?” Dash blurted out.



Celestia stared for a moment. “Wherever did you get that idea?”



“You just used the secret entrance.” Twilight waved a forehoof at the shrine. “And this basement is almost exactly like Horse’s Tomb. It’s not a coincidence, is it?”



The princess shook her head and approached the younger mares. “It is not. This was once the royal treasury.”



“Treasury?! Pardon me, Princess, but were things so bad that you needed traps like these?”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Like these?”



“Crushing walls, spike pits and fire filled corridors?” Twilight asked, returning her mentor’s gesture.



“And the Crown of Insanity,” Dash added.



“Oh, dear, I see now. There are only two types of traps: illusionary and capture magic. The spikes and fire are the first kind and meant to scare intruders into simply giving up. You could have walked right across those pits or through the flames if you wanted. As for the second, the wall does not crush living beings. It holds and puts them to sleep. Likewise, the Crown of Dancing will make a pony dance until she gets tired and dozes off. And I’m here because the magic in the traps alert me when they are set off.”



Rainbow Dash whistled.



“That makes sense, I guess.” Twilight pondered a moment. “But then who’s Horse?”



“Horse is a Daring Do character, nothing more,” the princess replied. “Even if there are some similarities between she and her author.”



Twilight’s face lit up, growing brighter with each word. “You know who wrote Daring Do? I mean, if anypony would know, you would, but I always wondered who-”



Then it hit her. A pony who felt alone and unappreciated. Hurt and despaired. Who changed her name and stewed in her anger. And knew the layout of the royal treasury like the back of her hoof.



“Wait... it’s Princess Luna, isn’t it?”



Celestia smiled sadly. “If only I’d caught on as fast as you.”



Rainbow tilted her head at Twilight. “What? Daring Do isn’t that old, is it?”



The unicorn scrunched her face. “It isn’t. But everything else fits. This doesn’t make any sense.”



“I stored her drafts until it was nearly time for her to return. I wanted to show her her work was appreciated. With the exception of one part, I only needed to edit some of the older language.”



“Really? Which part?” the younger ponies asked in stereo.



“Oh, just one little incomplete section of a book. It would have been a shame to leave it unpublished because of a few missing pages.”



Twilight pondered, the contents of her favourite books tumbling through her mind. Her eyes glazed over.







“My sister and I, we don’t always see eye to eye,” Daring said, taking off her helmet and holding it to her chest. She stared up at Horse, the larger mare scowling from her perch high atop the mountain of gold. “But no matter what, we still care for each other. Do you think yours is any different? The world, the same one you had a hoof in, is a beautiful place. So maybe you needed a break. Even I get tired. But do you think she would want you to give up so easily?”







Twilight snapped back to reality, a wide grin spreading across her face. “The end. It was the end of Tomb. When Daring talked Horse into giving the world another chance. That was you.”



Celestia smiled and turned back to the shrine. “You must be tired from your adventure. Let’s get you home.”
      

      
   
      The girl who loved unicorns


      

      
      
         I don’t know if anyone will ever find this, as it’s the first time I try this teleportation spell and I don’t even know the results. This letter is addressed to my parents, but I would like to tell the story of how I traveled to Equestria and turned into a unicorn. My name is Lara Hendersing, and this is my story…







My family was originally from Europe, in a town from the United Kingdom. I think it was in one of those little towns that rarely appear in any map, I’m not entirely sure.  When my mother got pregnant, my father suggested her to move to another city so that I could be raised in a better place. She didn’t like to leave England, but in the end she agreed that it would be best for everyone to get a bigger place.



They moved to America and bought a big apartment in the center of New York, near Central Park. On my 5th birthday I received a gift; the thing that would start a chain reaction leading to this outcome. 








I don’t remember all the details, but at least I managed to keep the most important parts. Before the sun was up, I was already waiting on my parent’s room, waiting for their clock to sound the alarm and wake them up. When they woke up, my mother said that she would get my breakfast ready while my father went In search of my gift, hiding on the upper side of the closet, where I couldn’t reach. I was so impatient that I opened the package right there, and then I found it: A white unicorn toy along with a little comb to brush her hair. 



I hugged my dad, thanking him before running away to my room to play with her. I remember how I spent all day playing with her, and even giving her a name. Since day, I started to like unicorns and anything related to them. That’s when I discovered about a cartoon series called My Little Pony. I was amazed to find out that not only it included unicorns, but also pegasi and the earth ponies, and I always wanted to join them on their adventures.  








As time went on, I started to get interested in other things and even forgot about my little unicorn toy… It was my favorite toy, but as time passed I started to be interested in other things. My parents were worried about it, and I had to make a decision; I took my little unicorn and kept her safe inside a box that I left in my closet, buried beneath lots of clothes and shoes.







It took me some time, but I finally made some friends and discovered my passion for music in the process. Everyone always told me that I had talent for this, and they were right. My favorite instrument was the guitar; my fingers moved by themselves, like if they were alive and I let them roam free between the cords as they composed the melodies. It was the best sensation in the world, and I often imagined myself in a rock band and making tours around the world. I had dreams, like all girls from my age, but then it happened…








It was a Friday, when I was coming back home from a session for a rock band. They liked my performance and told me that I was in; I couldn’t wait to tell my family about this, and crossed the street without looking. Suddenly, there was a “screech” sound behind me, and my body was launched through the air. I lost consciousness, only to wake up in a hospital’s bed with my parents at my side. They told me that I got involved in an accident and that fortunately I only got some Injuries, needing some weeks of rest before they would let me go back home.  



My mother asked me if there was something she could do, and I already had an answer. I asked her to bring me my little unicorn; I wanted to spend the nights on the hospital with my “best friend”. My mother went back home to bring it back while my father stayed at my side all the time, trying to comfort me. I told her about how I was accepted in the band. He replied that I always got a bright future for music, and that one day I would get my own band, with tours around the world and millions of fans. 



After a while my mother came back with my little doll, just as I remembered her. It was like if time didn’t have an effect on her, waiting all these years for me. My parents soon left the room, promising me to come back tomorrow and buy me another unicorn doll. I hugged my little friend as I started to fall asleep.








But when I woke up, I found myself in a strange world that I never saw before. A new world filled with colorful ponies that talked, and even some pegasi and unicorns! To my surprise, I discovered that I had hooves: I was turned into a pony! I searched for the nearest mirror, and looked at my new body and the colors that filled my coat and mane, along with a horn placed on my forehead.







It’s been months since I arrived here, although I don’t know if it’s real or I’m still sleeping in the hospital bed. I studied some spells until I found one that could help me send this letter. I’m very happy here, and if this letter ever reaches you, I want you to know that I miss you a lot. You did everything to help me, and I’m grateful for that. You’re the best parents I could ever wish for.



Oh, right. I forgot to tell you that I changed my name. A human name was very strange in a world of ponies, so I thought of one that could fit my special talent.



Sincerely: Lyra Heartstrings. 
      

      
   
      Sister Bonding


      

      
      
         I don’t own MLP: FiM or its characters. They belong to Lauren Faust and Hasbro.



Sister Bonding





Princess Luna let out a small groan as sunlight snuck through the curtains. Her horn started glowing as she closed them without even raising her head. She muttered something unintelligible about Celestia, night and the sun as she shut the curtains, making sure that the sunlight wouldn't be able to escape from them again. The tiredness soon took its hold on her again and she fell back to the sweet release of dreamland.



“Princess Luna?”



Why? Why was she being disturbed? This was her time of rest!



“We are not to be disturbed!” She said, or rather yelled in the Royal Canterlot Voice. But still she managed to watch her volume in case she shouted the doors off. Again.



“I apologize, but I was told by Celestia herself to come and wake you,” The servant said behind the closed doors.



Luna let out another flood of unintelligible words. Why couldn't her sister wait until the evening? Then again, this wasn't the first time she had been awakened in the morning to join her sister for breakfast. But she usually had planned things from the start so Luna could avoid these kinds of mornings.



“Tell my sister I would love to join her for breakfast, but I'm going to decline her offer.” Luna was about to drift off into the sweet bliss of her dreams when her room doors were suddenly slammed open. The loud sound echoed through the castle and had Luna flinging herself out of her bed.



Luna proceeded to give the insolent servant a nasty glare, but the pony didn't even flinch. This was new. “Well, now that you are fully awake your majesty, I suggest you fix your mane and get dressed properly,” the servant said as she entered Luna's room. “Princess Celestia is waiting in the gardens.”



In the gardens? Luna thought confusedly. That was new. Usually she enjoyed her breakfast in her private chambers right next to the throne room. I guess she just wants to try something different... Luna mused as she levitated her garments to her while brushing her mane.



And before she knew it, she was ready, her mane now back to its magical form. With her Royal Garments on, she was ready to leave. “I'll just clean up the mess...” the servant muttered as the Princess of the Night left her with a rather messy-looking bed and room.







The trip to the gardens was rather quick, but Luna soon found herself in a small problem. She didn't know which part of the gardens Celestia wanted to meet her. She had already walked through the familiar section of the gardens and was right next to the labyrinth, still unsure. Suddenly, she heard hoofsteps coming from behind her.



“Your highness,” one of the unicorn guards said, “If you would kindly follow us.” He wore the all too familiar expressionless face like any other guard. “Your sister told us that you might not know your way in.”



I bet she planned this... Luna thought, holding her facial expression so she wouldn't reveal her displeasure. “Very well. Lead the way,” she said casually.



Thankfully, the walk was short and she soon found herself before a small table with Canterlot's finest food. A familiar alicorn was sitting right behind it with the predictably sweet smile on her face. “Luna, it's good to see that you've finally decided to join me,” Celestia said happily. She then turned her eyes to guards. “Thank you for escorting my sister, sirs,” she ordered, “But I would like you to leave us alone.” The guards saluted and departed.



As the guards left, Luna looked over the gardens a bit more. She was sure that she hadn't seen this part of the gardens after she had returned to Canterlot, but it looked familiar. A little too familiar...



“Please Luna, sit down,” Celestia asked calmly, cutting Luna away from her train of thought.”I think you might prefer eating you breakfast while sitting,” she added, a small amount of humor evident in her voice.



“Yes...” Luna muttered as she seated herself. Once again looking around the gardens, it seemed round and circular, like someone’s personal area. She then recognized familiar sculptures made out of both leaves and rocks, and a large fountain right in the middle.



“Luna?” Celestia asked worriedly, “Is everything alright?”



“Ah... yes. Yes, I am!” Luna stuttered a bit as her train of thought was interrupted again.



“Are you sure?” Celestia asked, small amount of suspicion creeping into her face. “You look like there’s something that’s troubling you.”



This time Luna didn't answer. She didn't even meet Celestia to eye to eye, instead staring at the table before her, beginning to feel memories of old flooding her mind.



“Luna?” Celestia asked, now her voice full of worry. “Please Luna. Say something.” And still nothing. The Night Princess stayed quiet with her older sister, looking at the table and its contents.



“Why...” Luna then muttered. Celestia looked at Luna with puzzling look. “Why call me out here, out of all places...?” Suddenly Luna got up. “Or better yet... why is this place here?” she asked, her voice quivering a bit.



Celestia watched her younger sister with a calm, but still worried look. She knew what Luna had meant, and she had hoped for a slightly different reaction. “It was supposed to be a surprise for you,” Celestia calmly answered, waiting for her sister’s reply. She didn't want to make this any more worse for Luna.



“A surprise?” Luna said, like Celestia had told her a bad joke. Once again her eyes were exploring the gardens, trying to find if everything was there as it once was. “You don't say?” Celestia let a small, tired sigh. This might be bit harder than she thought.



“Do you know what kind of memories this place brings?” Luna asked, her voice shaking a bit more. This time her eyes were gathering moisture around them. “Do you remember what happened in this place!?” Luna exploded, her voice now getting angrier. “Why did you want to recreate a place so full of bad memories and nightmares!” Tears were now rolling down Luna's eyes and she started sobbing. “Why bring me to a place that is supposed to be a place of the past and bring it back!?”



Celestia watched as Luna took deep breaths between her sobs, leaving the white alicorn's side. Walking right to the fountain, she sat right up to the edge, looking at the watery portrait of herself. As she watched her reflection, her mind started wandering. A time when this garden was in a different region and she and her sister weren't as close as they were now.



While watching her own reflection, Luna's mind once again threw her into the past. One thousand years ago. The time when she had named herself as Nightmare Moon and proclaimed to bring forth the Eternal Night. It was in this garden where she and Celestia had faced each other.



While dwelling in her memories, Luna failed to notice Celestia getting up from her seat and walking towards her.



Luna remembered the pleas her sister gave her, begging her to stop the madness and return with her, even forgiving her for what had transpired. But Luna... Nightmare Moon had ignored her sisters pleas. Instead, she had attacked with pure malice and killing intent. And in these same gardens, that was now reconstructed, the two sisters fought.



In the aftermath, the gardens had been lost. The castle laid in ruins. The entire landscape around the castle, which was now home of Everfree Forest, had turned into a battle zone. But still, the two sisters had stood. Both tired and out of breath, but neither wanting wanting to give.



Still deep in her thought, Luna was oblivious when Celestia seated herself next to her younger sister, giving her worried look. She received no answer. “Luna?” she asked, trying to reach for her sister. Luna ignored her, still lost in the past.



She remembered as the two mares stood there, looking at each other. One looked with nothing but hate, loath and angered sorrow, while the other looked with pleading and sad, despaired look. The older mare still continued begging her sister to return to her, to give up the mad quest of hers that could doom the whole world. But the younger sister gave her nothing but spite.



Nightmare Moon claimed that the world would no longer hinder her glorious night, so as to love and adore it more than her sisters day. The younger sister then attacked the older sister, trying to strike her down again. But she had forced the older sisters hoof, and she summoned forth the Elements.



She remembered the tears of sadness and the look the older sister gave her. The look of disappointment. But not towards the younger one, but to herself; the older sister, who couldn't help her younger sister when she had the chance.



“I'm sorry,” Celestia said. The younger sister roared in rage.



“You are not my sister!” were the last words she said before the Elements took full hold of her and banished her; and then... darkness.



“Luna!” somepony suddenly almost yelled at her. Luna let out a small yelp as she jumped a bit. She turned to look at a worried Celestia.



“My apologies...” Luna muttered when she realized what had happened. “I was lost in my thoughts...”



Celestia let out another sigh, suddenly embracing her younger sister with her wing. “Luna, I never intended to bring those memories up,” Celestia began, “I know it all too well. When you were gone, I wanted to create a place where I could keep the memories of you alive.”



Luna turned to look at her older sister with puzzling look.  “'Keep the memories of me alive?'” Luna repeated Celestia's words like they were something foreign to her; like she didn't expect that kind of answer.



“Yes,” Celestia answered. “The time before your banishment. Before Nightmare Moon. Before our rise to power.” As Celestia went on, she slowly removed her wing from Luna's back, who had quickly started to miss her sisters close and warm comfort.



“Don't you remember any of those times?” Celestia asked Luna, hoping for the answer that she was thinking.



Luna was once again drowned in her thoughts. For a moment, nothing came to her. But then she remembered the laughter, the warm sun and green fields, the light of the moon and the beautiful view of Equestria. “I... I believe so...” Luna muttered.



She then remembered two really young fillies running, jumping and even rolling all over a familiar looking garden. Their happiness, something that only a child could create. No care of the world. No heavy burdens. Enjoyment of being... free.



“This... this place...” Luna then raised her head, looking around the gardens. “This was our playground once. Wasn't it?”



“Yes it was,” she heard Celestia saying, and Luna could hear small amusement in her voice.



“We did spend lot of time here, didn't we?” Luna asked, as if trying to tell herself that her mind wasn't lying to her. But truth to be told, she did somewhat remember that she was once a foal and had a foalhood. But it was so, so long ago that it was almost hard to remember.



“You could say that...” Celestia said, suddenly adding bit mysterious amusement in her tone.



“What do you mean by that?” Luna asked, turning to her sister. “Is there something that I don't know?” she demanded.



“Well, you could say that you were a little more... tense and might have taken things a bit more seriously.” Celestia said, bearing big smirk on her face.



Luna gave Celestia an unconvinced look. “I don't think I quite follow...” Luna said, with bit distrustful tone. She didn't like the sudden mischievous look that her older sister gave her, remembering that her sister had been quite a prankster. And no doubt still was.



“Well, most of the time I had to convince you to join me to have something interesting called... fun.” Luna gave her sister a small warning glare, telling her not to remind her about her time at Ponyville. She had made a little bit of a foal of herself.



“And it took me a lot of convincing back then...” Celestia chuckled. She really enjoyed this, teasing Luna  just like she had a long time ago.



“Well, you should know, dear sister, that I've matured a lot since then,” Luna retorted, adding a touch of pride in her voice. She was trying to sound responsible. “And your petty childish acts won't-”



*SPLASH!*



Before Luna had been able to finish her sentence, a large ball of water had emerged from the fountain and collided with her face, her mane losing its flow. For a while, no words were shared between them. Well, except for small sounds which were emanating from Celestia, who was poorly trying to suppress her giggles. But that soon changed as Celestia started laughing loudly.



Slowly, Luna reached with her hoof to move her sopping mane away from her eyes. “Might I ask what that was for?” she asked, sounding very annoyed. She shot Celestia a displeased look.



“I told you. You needed lot of convincing, and this was always best solution!” Celestia laughed. “And you fell for it every time!”



“I don’t think-”



*SPLASH!*



This time Luna growled angrily. Never had she been annoyed by Celestia this much. Well, maybe in their foalhood that is. And as she once again tried to wipe her mane from her eyes, she started to remember the times when Celestia had thrown such liquid projectiles at her, “Water Bullets” as she used to call them.



“Please Celestia, I think we both might be too old for something such as this.” Luna said, trying to keep her voice as calm as she could. But that was easier said than done, as the only reply she got was more water.



Now Celestia was laughing even louder, which was akin to a howling laughter. No doubt half of Canterlot Castle must have heard it.



“You’ve done it now, sister.” Luna snarled. Again wiping her mane out of her eyes.



Celestia was laughing so hard that she failed to notice or even respond to Luna’s own watery attack, soon finding her view to be obscured by her own mane. But she could clearly hear Luna’s amused laugh. “You should take a look of yourself sister!”



“Oh Luna, you are so on!” Celestia said in challenging tone, while adding a little bit of amusement in her tone. With her horn flaring up, this time three watery orbs launched from the fountain right at the Princess of the Night, who on the other hoof had quickly created a large wall of water that defended her from Celestia’s attack.



“Ha!” Luna exclaimed self-assuredly. “It takes more than that to beat-!”



*SPLASH! SPLASH!*



“You were saying little sister?” Celestia giggled, smirking.



“It. Is. On!” Luna thought loudly and charged at her laughing older sister before she could react.



They both fell into the fountain, splashing more water all over. “How do you like that!” Luna exclaimed, as if she had overcome something great. But that wasn’t the case when Celestia used her hooves to splash more water at Luna’s face, to which Luna of course retaliated.



Soon the two Princesses were jumping and splashing water all over themselves, trying to get the other even more wet than before. As the two continued their little “fight,” anypony that walked through the garden side of the castle could see the two Princesses jumping and leaping on the fountain, all the while laughing heart-warningly.



Some of the castle’s staff, nobles and even guards stared on at this, a few with interest and some even with a warm smile. Meanwhile, most of them looked at this sight with utter shock, and even with some horror as this was most un-princess-like behavior from both of them. Some even tried to stop them, but were stopped by either the guards or the staff, who were all too aware of not interrupt them. Especially at this kind of time.



The water fight seemed to last forever. So long that it was almost Celestia’s time to lower the sun, so that Luna’s Moon and Night could take over once again. Soon, Luna found herself in Celestia’s private chamber.



“I don’t remember when I’ve had so much fun!” Celestia laughed while cleaning and drying herself. She really couldn’t recall when she had been like this. Maybe when she was just a filly.



“I couldn’t agree more,” Luna replied. Her mane was already dry, returning to its original, flowing form. While drying herself, she thought about the day’s events. What she had felt, was something she couldn’t describe. It felt much different from when she was saved by the Elements of Harmony and with Celestia agreeing on forgiving her for her past actions.



Even more different when Twilight Sparkle had promised to help her to “fit in” in Ponyville. Or when in the end, the entire town had accepted her. This was a different feeling, like she had been missing it this whole time. The closeness of her sister. Of Celestia. She couldn’t remember when she had last time felt so... free like today. And that was no doubt long ago. When they weren’t rulers of Equestria just yet.



And now she had to leave this all and return back to the old schedule, away from the loving feeling to know that Celestia, her big sister, still cared for her. “Listen, sister...” Luna started, moving her now wet towel away, “I can’t say enough how much of a fun day I had.” She looked away. “And, I was hoping that if we could... do this sometime again...” Luna muttered. “... for old times sake at least...”



“Oh, Luna.” Celestia smiled, walking over to her sister. “There is nothing wrong with that. Of course we can spent some time together in the future. You have no idea how much I missed this...” she muttered, suddenly nuzzling Luna’s cheek with her snout.



“I know all too well...” Luna whispered, returning the gesture.



They departed, knowing that they didn’t much time as the sun needed to be set and moon to be risen. “Thank you for all of this, Celestia,” Luna smiled, putting extra warmth into the pronunciation of her sister’s name.



“You’re welcome, Luna,” Celestia smiled back. “I’m so lucky to have someone like you as my sister.”



“You have no idea how much those words mean to me,” Luna said, as she and Celestia started walking towards the highest tower in Canterlot castle. It was there where Celestia would lower the sun as Luna raised the moon.



“You know, this reminds me of a letter that one of Twilight’s friends and her little sister sent me,” Celestia suddenly began.



“One of the Bearers of the Elements?” Luna queried. Celestia nodded at her answer. Luna never had any time, or any interest to read any of the letters her sister received from Twilight and her friends. But now, she suddenly had a small curiosity to read them. “What did it say then?” Luna asked, while trying her best not to sound too interested.



Celestia chuckled lightly, seeing through Luna’s poor attempt of hiding her enthusiasm. “Well, it went something like this: Having a sister is just about the best-est thing in the world,” the alicorn started with a small chuckle, “But it sure it isn’t the easiest. It takes lot of teamwork.” Celestia could see that she had already peaked Luna’s interest.



“Sometimes it’s about compromising. Sometimes it’s about accepting each other’s differences. But mostly, it’s about having fun together,” Celestia finished. For a while, Luna just stared at her, pondering. Soon, however, she opened her mouth.



“That’s it?” she asked, feeling that Celestia left something out.



“Well, there was also mentioning of ‘even if it means getting your hooves a little bit dirty’.” Celestia giggled. Luna answered with her own laughter, knowing who might have said those words. But her expression quickly replaced some of her humor with her usual seriousness.



“I can see what they meant by it,” she said, “I haven’t been the best-est younger sister...”



“Neither of us have been, dear Luna,” Celestia said, trying to cheer her up.



“But after what happened today, I now know that I’m also the luckiest young sister in the whole of Equestria.” Luna smiled at her. “And I’m glad to have someone as you, as my older sister.”



“You don’t have say something like that to me, Luna,” Celestia said with a warm smile. “I know, and I’m happy to be your older sister, and I’m forever glad that I too can have somepony like you as my little sister.” Celestia continued, giving Luna another short nuzzle to her cheek. “Come now, we must make haste,” The Princess quickened her pace when she separated from Luna, “For we need to make way for the night and a new day.”



The two sisters hurried to the tower to fulfill their duty, but with much more lighter spirits, both knowing that they could count on each other at any time.
      

      
   
      Piece of Mind


      

      
      
         Piece of Mind



A small group of songbirds whirled overhead as Fluttershy trotted into town. She beamed and took a large sniff of the fresh morning air. The sun was shining, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and even Angel had behaved himself this morning. A perfect example of a great spring day. She started to hum a tune softly to herself as she nodded to a squirrel that chattered a greeting to her. The warm sunny atmosphere was infectious, and her trot became a skip, and her humming grew louder as her good cheer welled up inside. Entering the marketplace and looking at everypony shopping, chatting, or just plain having fun, Fluttershy let the tune grow into a song as she let her sunny attitude overflow. Making her way through the stands, she let her tune crescendo as she watched everypony go about their business and waved to a passing pegasus cavorting through the air. Skipping along blithely, she closed her eyes, reared back and hit a high note in her jubilation before skipping straight into a package laden Pinkie Pie returning from the joke shop. 



“Oof!  Hiya Flutter- whoa. Whooooah!  Whoops!”



Fluttershy clapped her hooves to her mouth in shock as Pinkie tottered around, trying to stabilize the tower of packages balanced on her back. But every stumbling step to right the leaning stack would end up overcompensating, sending her frantically dashing back the other way. Her efforts were in vain, as her stumbling led her to crash directly into a cart of oranges, scattering produce flying everywhere and burying herself in a pile of her own packages.  Ponies ducked for cover from the flying fruits, and tried to avoid slipping on them as they rolled across the ground. Pinkie popped her head out of her pile of packages, and the orange cart she had crashed into started to lean. It wobbled as everypony stood frozen, holding their breath. Slowly, it proceeded to tip over straight into another cart, which fell into a third, all of them dumping their content on the ground. Soon fruits and vegetables of all description littered the marketplace, sending ponies slipping all across the square on the fallen food. One slid across the square on a banana peel as another was bowled over by an onslaught of runaway watermelons. Pinkie Pie tried to extricate herself from under the avalanche of packages, sending one rolling down from the top of the pile. She tried to catch it, but it slipped through her hooves and hit the ground, sending a spring-loaded cream pie flying through the air. A colt sidestepping fallen walnuts could only stare in shock as the oncoming pie struck him square in the face. He stumbled around, blinded by meringue, only to crash into another panicking pony. They bounced off each other and fell against another market stand. It fell to the ground in a resounding crash, adding more confusion to the mix. Fluttershy looked on in horror, and then cringed at the sound of yet more crashes and collapsing carts.



“Oh dear!  This is all... all...”



Fluttershy stared in shock as several dirty glances were thrown her way as some of the shopkeepers began to clean up. She cringed as the shadow of a hawk passed overhead with a scream. Fluttershy stared at it agape for a few seconds before slinking away out of the market square as Pinkie Pie finally managed to crawl her way out of the mountain of packages.



“Oh wow, that was hilarious!  Right Fluttershy?  ...Fluttershy?  Where’d you go?”








Later on that day, Pinkie Pie bounced up to Fluttershy’s cottage with a tray of sweets balanced on her head and knocked on the door. The top half of the door opened slightly, and Fluttershy peeked out.



“Hi there Fluttershy!  I missed you at the market today, ‘cause you ran off so quick!  And then I was wondering why you ran off, and then I realised it was close to lunchtime, and you must have been hungry!  And what kind of lunch would it be without desert?  So I decided I’d make you something and bring it over!”



Fluttershy just stared at the ground, her voice barely a whisper.



“Oh... thank you.”



Fluttershy took the tray of pastries from Pinkie Pie and turned to go back inside when Pinkie stopped her.



“Wait!  Are... are you okay Fluttershy?  You seem kinda down. Is something wrong?  Because if you’re sad, I have a whole bunch of stuff that might cheer you up!  I don’t like my friends to be sad, ‘cause that makes me sad, and who likes to be sad?  It’d really silly if somepony liked to be sad. That would mean they’d be sad whenever they were happy!  Although, then wouldn’t they be happy that they were sad because they were happy?  See?  Silly!  And I don’t want you to like being sad either!”



Setting down the tray inside, Fluttershy came back to the door and continued her inspection of the ground.



“Oh, I... I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me. Thank you for the sweets.”



Fluttershy gently shut the door before Pinkie could say another word, leaving her pony perplexed. Sitting down, she rubbed at her chin.



“She doesn’t sound fine to me... What’s gotten her so upset?”








Later that week, the morning sun found Pinkie Pie pacing back and forth in the library with Twilight. 



“...and so after the deserts didn’t work, I figured there was only one thing to do to cheer her up: a party!  But she didn’t even want a party!  It.. it scared her!  Did she think there were going to be clowns?  Most ponies like clowns, but some find them scary. But she’s not on my no-clown list!  I remember checking last time I threw a party for her. It was just two weeks ago!  I remember, ‘cause that was the party for-”



“Pinkie, focus!”



Pinkie Pie blinked as Twilight waited impatiently for her to finish her story.



“Oh, right. So that didn’t work. So the next day I tried a song and dance number, but that didn’t work either. Neither did the stand-up routine the day after that, the ninja-tickle attack, and trying to pull her face into a smile with my hooves. I don’t know what else to do to cheer her up!  What do I do?”



Twilight scratched her mane.



“Have you tried just asking her what’s bothering her?”



Pinkie looked down.



“Yeah, but she doesn't want to talk about it. Or talk much at all. She just says that she’ll be fine and to not worry about her. It’s really strange!”



Twilight furrowed her forehead and stared off into the distance.



“Yeah, that does sound weird. Are you sure it just isn’t a mood of hers?  Maybe she’ll get over it like she says.”



Pinkie Pie started to pace around the library again.



“Well... maybe, but it’s been days now she’s been like this!  Usually when I become a big ol’ gloomy-pants, I just go visit you all, and that cheers me up really fast!  Because you’re great friends!  But this isn’t right!  Something is really bothering her, and I want to help!  She’s just so quiet, sad,  and... and.... joyless!  That’s horrible!  How can anypony live without joy?”



Twilight bit her lip as she pondered the situation.



“I guess you’re right, but perhaps-”



Her train of thought was interrupted as there was a soft kicking at the door. Opening it, Twilight looked around, but didn’t see anypony until she felt a sharp kick at her shins. Looking down, she saw a rabbit tapping his foot impatiently. 



“Oh, hi Angel. Come on in.”



Angel hopped inside and began frantically miming. Pinkie knelt down with a smile.



“Ooh!  Charades!  I love charades. Um... three words. What’s the category?  Book title?  No?  Um... famous event?  Oh, landmark, I bet’s it’s landmark!”



Angel slapped his forehead, walked over, and gave Pinkie’s tail a quick tug, causing a loud hiccough to interrupt her prattling. Angel motioned to Twilight, who knelt down to allow him to jump on her back.



“I think he wants us to follow him.”



The two headed out and Angel led them back to Fluttershy’s cottage. Opening the door, Angel motioned them inside and up the stairs. Quietly hooftipping up the stairs, they two ponies gasped quietly to see Fluttershy in bed, tossing and turning in her sleep with frightened whimpers. Pinkie turned to Angel.



“Nightmares?  How long has she been having these nightmares?”



Angel thumped his foot on the floor four times.



“Four days?  Geez, that’s a while. Poor thing!”



Twilight walked over to the bed.



“Well, let’s at least wake her up out of it!”



Pinkie Pie sighed and looked at the floor.



“I wish I could see what she was dreaming of. Maybe then I could help her!”



Twilight looked over with a hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder.



“Sorry Pinkie, there’s no spell like that in all of traditional magic that I’m aware of.”



“What about non-traditional?”



Twilight sighed and rolled her eyes.



“Pinkie, there no such thing as non-traditional...”



Twilight blinked and thought it over for a sec. 



“Hmm. Actually perhaps there is somepony who might know something in that vein.”



Grabbing a scrap of paper, Twilight scribbled a note on it, rolled it, and tied it into a tiny scroll. Walking downstairs, Twilight gave the scroll and whispered some instructions to one of Fluttershy’s birds. It nodded and flew outside carrying the scroll. Returning upstairs, Twilight smiled at Pinkie.



“I might know who can help us with that. We’ll see if she comes. But first...”



Twilight went back over to Fluttershy’s bed and shook her soundly. 



“WAKE UP!”



With a loud yelp, Fluttershy bolted upright.



“Wh-what’s going on?”



Pinkie bounded over and gave Fluttershy a hug.



“You were having a nightmare!  So we woke you up!”



Fluttershy dropped her gaze.



“Oh. You didn’t have to do that. I didn’t mean to worry you.”



Twilight shook her head.



“Angel was worried, so he came and got us. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about whatever it is that’s bothering you?”



Fluttershy just whimpered and pulled the covers up to her chin.



“I’d... I’d really rather not. I’ll be fine.”



Twilight sighed and patted her shoulder.



“Fluttershy, it’s going to be okay. We really want to help. This can’t be good for you. But... if you’re not comfortable talking about whatever it is that’s bothering you, I might have another way that would be easier for you to handle.”



Pinkie gave Fluttershy a bright smile.



“If this works, you’ll be feeling better in no time!”



“Um... thanks.”








An hour later, Pinkie and Twilight looked up upon hearing a knock at the door. Opening it, Twilight sighed in relief to see Zecora standing there, saddlebags laden with supplies.



“Oh, thank goodness you could come. This kind of thing is out of my field of expertise, and I hoped you would know something that might help.”



Zecora smiled and nodded.



“The problem that does ail your friend



I can help you with its end.”



Zecora quickly set up shop in Fluttershy’s kitchen, and began mixing ingredients together from her bag. Pinkie Pie led Fluttershy downstairs, and they sat down on the couch while Twilight talked over the details of her plan.



“So Fluttershy, I don’t know what’s bothering you, but from what I get from Angel and Pinkie, it’s making you miserable. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine.”



Pinkie Pie piped up.



“But we can’t let you stay miserable!  What kind of friends would we be if we did that?”



Twilight nodded in agreement.



“Right. So, with your permission, we’re going to give you some tea that will make you sleep for a bit, and then Zecora will help us perform a Spirit Walk.”



Fluttershy looked alarmed for a second.



“S-spirit Walk?  What’s that?”



“Well, you’ll be asleep for it, so you won’t feel a thing. But it’ll allow one of us to enter your mind, and hopefully find out and help you deal with whatever is troubling so badly. Don’t worry, from what she tells me, it’ll just be like a dream for you.”



Fluttershy flattened her ears against her head and looked away.



“I... I’m not sure. My mind?  There’s a lot of things in there. I’m just not sure if I’m comfortable with this.”



Pinkie Pie bounded up and patted Fluttershy on the noggin.



“It’s okay, we won’t pry!  We’ll be in and out before you know it!”



Twilight nodded.



“Unless you just want to tell us what’s wrong...?”



Fluttershy cowered and buried her face behind her hooves.



“No!  I can’t!  I just... just can’t.”



“Why not?”



Fluttershy looked up, tears starting to collect in the corners of her eyes.



“I’m... I’m... too scared. I don’t want to talk about it!  I don’t want to even think about it. But... but I can’t forget it either. It just won’t go away. It won’t go away!”



Twilight walked over and stroked Fluttershy’s mane until the sniffles subsided.



“Fluttershy, I don’t know what it is that’s made you this upset, but if you really don’t want to think about it, this might be the best way for all of us to get this fixed with minimal stress on you.”



Pinkie lifted Fluttershy’s chin up to look her in the eye.



“I know it sounds scary Fluttershy, but we’re your friends!  Don’t you trust us?



Fluttershy sat in thought for a minute, looking from one to the other.



“O...okay. If you really think it’ll help.”



Twilight giggled and nodded.



“Right. Let me ask Zecora what I need to do to get ready and-”



Pinkie jumped up.



“Wait!  You’re going to do it?  I thought I was!”



Twilight blinked in confusion.



“Huh?  You want to do the Spirit Walk?”



“Yeah!  I’d be really worried just waiting here with nothing to do!  And besides, the mind is a strange place. No offense Twilight, but I think I’m more used to weirdness than you are. If her mind is anything like my mind, it’ll be full of weird stuff!” 



Twilight shook her head.



“Pinkie, I don’t think anypony’s mind is quite like your mind. But if you really want to, you can do it.”



Pinkie cheered and gave Fluttershy a big hug.



“Don’t worry Fluttershy, I’ll have you back to your normal cheery self in no time!”



Finishing her preparations, Zecora handed Fluttershy a mug of tea. After drinking it, a few minutes was all it took before Fluttershy’s eyes drooped and she laid down on the couch fast asleep. Taking a brush and a jar of tribal paint, Zecora drew tribal symbols on Fluttershy’s face, with three thick lines and a dot forming the shape of a door on her forehead. Moving to Pinkie, she inscribed another set of symbols on Pinkie, a difficult task as Pinkie kept giggling at the ticklish brush. Finishing her work, Zecora threw a pouch of incense into the fireplace, which soon began to fill the room with a wonderful aroma.



“Close your eyes and breath these smells



So into the mind, you may now delve...”



Pinkie closed her eyes as Zecora began to chant a tune in a low rhythmic voice. She breathed the smoke from the incense, and after a minute or two she began to feel weightless, like she was drifting upwards. Opening her eyes, she saw her own body below her on the couch next to Fluttershy. Looking down at Fluttershy, her eyes widened as the painted door on her forehead began to open. Feeling a force compelling her, Pinkie swooped down and felt herself shrink as the door loomed large in front of her. Gathering her courage, she flew through the doorway and into the darkness beyond.








When Pinkie opened her eyes again, as far as she could tell she was lying deep in the Everfree Forest. Only, it seemed darker, and more sinister than its counterpart, if such a thing were possible. The trees loomed over the thin dirt path on which she lay. Picking herself up and looking through what few gaps presented themselves in the boughs of the trees, Pinkie could only see a gray overcast night sky. The air hung heavy and silent, highlighting every hoofbeat as she started down the forest path. A tingle ran down Pinkie’s spine as she felt somepony watching her. She spun around and for a second she caught a glimpse of several sets of red eyes before they disappeared with a quick snicker. Pinkie shook her head and trotted onward, humming a familiar tune to herself to drown out the mocking laughter that grew the farther she went. More sets of eyes blinked into view at the periphery of her vision, and a few sets of gleaming teeth as well. Whirling around, Pinkie stood her ground and gave a defiant laugh.



“Ha!  Ha!  Ha!  You’re nothing but some disembodied pony parts!  You’re silly, not scary!  Nothing like that can hurt me!”



“Nothing like that can hurt me!...



    that can hurt me...



        can hurt me...



            hurt me...



                Are you SURE...?”



Pinkie peered around for the source of the echoing voice, but it and the continual snickering surrounded her. Her trot turned into a gallop as she turned the bend in the path and saw a pale cowering Fluttershy a short distance away with a group of small woodland creatures all around her. Pinkie raced over as Fluttershy looked up at her from between her hooves. 



“Fluttershy, there you are!  I’m so glad I found you!  Are you okay?  What’s wrong?  What kind of nightmare is this?”



Fluttershy said nothing and cowered behind her hooves as predatory eyes and hungry stares surrounded her. She trembled and pointed a hoof off into the darkness. Straining to see in the darkness, Pinkie jumped as the eyes from before returned in full force until a whole crowd of glaring red eyes surrounded them. A flash of lightning briefly illuminated the bony figures of timber wolves prowling around them. 



“Guardian of these little snacks?”



    “You can’t even protect yourself.”



        “Much less anything else...”



Growls and whispers echoed around them as the pack stalked them. Pinkie stood protectively in front of Fluttershy as she tried to keep her eyes on all of the wolves at once. With a snarl, one of the timber wolves leapt towards the group, causing the small animals to bolt at its approach. Fluttershy cried out and tried to grab them, but one by one they slipped through her hooves and fled into the fang-filled darkness beyond. 



“So much for them...”



“Now what about you?”



The pack of timber wolves tightened the circle around the two ponies, their limbs creaking in the dead silence around them before Pinkie pulled Fluttershy to her hooves and held her close beside her.



“C’mon Fluttershy, you can handle these dogs!  You’ve stared down a dragon, you can stare down some wooden dogs!”



Another phantom chuckle echoed through the clearing.



“Stared down a dragon...



...down a dragon...



… dragon...



    Is that so?”



Fluttershy and Pinkie were almost back at the path when an earth shaking thud resounded through the clearing. The wolves quickly parted ranks as another footstep shook the ground. Fluttershy’s stare faltered as trees started falling in the distance. She backpedaled, dropped back to the ground, and cowered  as a deafeningly fierce roar rang out, far too close for comfort. A dark shape reared out the nearby trees, leaned back, and illuminated the night with a pillar of fire from its mouth. That moment illuminated a dragon of, well, nightmarish proportions. The firelight glinted off of its black scales and outlined the spines that jutted out from all angles.



A blinding flash of lightning forced Pinkie to look away for a second. Looking back, she found her and Fluttershy standing in the center of a battle colosseum. Looking around in confusion, Pinkie found the stands packed with jeering and hooting monsters of all size and description. Fluttershy shrank even further back upon seeing thousands of eyes glowing in the torchlight, all of them trained on her.  



The black dragon shook the ground as it stomped towards Pinkie and Fluttershy. The crowd cheered and laughed as it towered over them, flames trickling down from its mouth. Rearing back, it roared thunderously and raised a long claw high in the air to strike down at them. Until a peal of laughter froze it in midswing, and it looked down to find Pinkie Pie laughing her flank off on the ground. 



“Look at you!  You’re so silly!  You’re drooling FIRE!  How do you do that without burning your mouth?  Do you have heartburn or something?  And look at your claws!  How do you scratch yourself with those things?  Because I bet you get itchy sometimes, don’t you?  Because those scales CAN’T be comfortable!  Are they metal?  I bet that would sound like hooves on a chalkboard. How do you move around without clanking?”



The dragon just looked around confused. This wasn’t how this normally went. Pinkie Pie looked back behind her to an equally confused Fluttershy.



“C’mon!  You shouldn’t be scared of this guy!  You can handle dragons, remember?  You stared down a dragon and scolded it until it CRIED!”



Pinkie picked up Fluttershy and set her on her hooves. Fluttershy cringed as the dragon began to advance upon them once more despite Pinkie’s encouragement.



“There’s nothing to be afraid of!  You just got to- WHAAA!”



Pinkie yelped as a fierce shriek split the air, and a pair of giant talons snatched up both ponies and flew them high into the air. Pinkie’s screams soon turned into giggles as the ground dropped away beneath them.



“Whee!  This is fun!  Ooh!  Ooh!  Now do a flip Mr... uh...”



Pinkie looked up from where she was held and found the steely eyes of a titanic hawk looking back from her.



“Well, THAT doesn’t make any sense. It’s just a big bird!  Nothing to be scared of unless you’re afraid of hei- oh. Oops!”



The hawk loosened its grip on the two ponies, and sent them plummeting through the air towards the ground far below. Fluttershy screamed and flailed her hooves as she fell with Pinkie beside her. The ground rushed closer by the second as Pinkie giggled at Fluttershy.



“What are you scared about?  Fly, Fluttershy!  You have wings!  Open up your wings and you’ll be fine!”



Fluttershy didn’t respond, but continued to scream and flail hysterically. Pinkie latched onto Fluttershy’s back and tried to pry her wings open, but terror had them glued her sides. Pinkie looked down nervously as the ground raced ever closer.



“You can do it!  Spread those wings and fly!”



“Fluttershy...



    Fluttershy...



        Fluttershy can hardly fly!”



Pinkie looked up as a trio of pegasi flew circles around them, snickering snidely and taunting Fluttershy with their laughter as they fell. Pinkie tried to shoo them away, but they darted out of her range mockingly. 



“Oh.... what do I do?!  Snap out of it Fluttershy!  You need to fly, because I can’t!”



Fluttershy tried to cover her ears to keep that memory out of her head, but the chant grew louder and louder as the ground grew closer and closer. Pinke tugged at Fluttershy’s wings again as Fluttershy kept her ears covered and her eyes closed, tears leaking from under her eyelids. Pinkie bit her lips nervously as they tumbled through a cloud together. She didn’t know what would happen to her if they hit the ground, but this was no time to experiment.



“Come on Fluttershy!  Spread those wings!  I know you can do it!”



Pinkie’s efforts received no results from Fluttershy and only a new round of derision from the pegasi bullies. She started tugging at her wings again.



“Don’t you listen to those big meanies!  You’re a good flier!  Remember Tornado Duty?  Remember you and Dash?  Remember what you did?  Fluttershy!  Fluttershy!”



Pinkie thought she heard Fluttershy pause a moment as Pinkie put one giant effort into spreading those wings.



“FLUTTERSHY CAN REALLY FLY!”



With a snap, her wings locked into place, and Pinkie let out a whoop of victory as Fluttershy pulled out of the dive and soared off into the sky, leaving the taunting pegasi below struggling to keep up. Fluttershy glided back down to the forest floor below, landing with only a soft bump. With her hooves firmly on the earth again, Pinkie fell over laughing.



“Oh wow, that was a lot of fun!  I never knew flying would be so fun!  What I would give to have wings!  I’m going to have to get Rainbow Dash give me a ride sometime!  Ooh!  You could help me too Fluttershy!  … Fluttershy?  Where’d you go?”



Pinkie searched high and low for Fluttershy, but the pegasus had vanished into thin air. The night sky began to lighten, letting some light into the Everfree Forest, which was becoming much less scary. But Pinkie rubbed her eyes when it seemed that the darkness wasn’t going away, but... condensing?  A sudden wind sprang up, and the blackness converged on one spot to reveal a morning sky covered in thick dark clouds. The remaining patch of night sky flew down and landed in front of Pinkie, forming into a black silhouette of Fluttershy quivering in fear on the ground. It looked up with sky blue eyes as it cringed away from Pinkie.



“Don’t hurt me!  Please don’t hurt me?  Just... go away. Why didn’t my nightmares  scare you away?  Go away and leave me alone!”



Pinkie Pie took a few steps forward, sending the silhouette scurrying backwards with a frightened squeak.



“Fluttershy... is that you?”



“Well... yes. In a way. Sorta... but not really. We are Fluttershy.”



Pinkie tilted her head to the side in confusion.



“We?  Silly, there’s only one Fluttershy that I know!”



The shadow looked down.



“I... I’m sorry. You couldn’t have known, but Fluttershy is a lot of ponies. I-I’m one of them. We have many facets to us.”



Pinkie’s face broke into smiles as everything clicked.



“Oh, I get it!  Silly me, of course your mind wouldn’t have just one part of you!  You must be Fluttershy’s fearful side.”



The shadow nodded and cringed.



“Please don’t hurt us. We’ve never had someone in our mind before. You don’t belong here!  It’s dangerous. Especially now. What are you doing here?”



Pinkie bounced next to the shadow.



“Don’t worry Fluttershy, I’m here to help Fluttershy!  Well, I’m here to help you too. I guess you’re a part of you too. Ooh, I know!  Can I call you Flutterfear?  That’ll make things a lot easier!”



Flutterfear looked up with Fluttershy’s blue eyes into Pinkie’s. 



“You’re... here to help?  Oh... okay. I guess that’s safe. I’m not sure what you can do... but it’d be nice if you could.”



Pinkie looked up at the dark cloudy skies up above the canopy.



“Well, what’s with all these clouds?  Fluttershy is usually sunny. It’s not like her to be all gray and dreary like this. Hey, is Fluttershy’s Joy around anywhere?  I bet she could fix this gloomy attitude”



Flutterfear avoided Pinkie’s eyes as she shrunk back.



“She... she isn’t around right now..”



“Not around?  Did something happen to her?”



Flutterfear curled up on the ground and cringed.



“I didn’t do it!  I...I mean, it’s not my fault!  I just keep us safe!  She tricked me into doing it!  Please don’t hurt me, I didn’t mean to!”



The edges of the shadowy pony started to blur and expand, the sky growing darker for a moment before a peal of laughter snapped her back into her proper shape. Pinkie gave Flutterfear a big hug.



“Silly filly, I didn’t say it was your fault!  But if you didn’t do it, what did?”



Flutterfear looked around nervously.



“I... I... I really shouldn’t say. ‘She’ might get mad if I talk about her like that.”



“She?  Who is this ‘she’?”



Flutterfear just looked down and scuffed her hoof in the dirt.



“I... I don’t want to talk about her. She’s scary.”



Pinkie Pie just patted Flutterfear’s head and sat down in front of her.



“Okay, you don’t have to talk about her. I can talk about her for you!  Let’s play a guessing game!  I’ll talk, and you tell me if I’m right, okay?”



Flutterfear stared at the ground and nodded mutely as Pinkie Pie pulled out a deerstalker cap and bubble pipe.



“So... Fluttershy has been a big old gloomy pants recently. And her Joy is missing in here as a result. So I’m guessing that these nightmares have something to do with it?”



Flutterfear continued her inspection of the dirt and nodded her agreement. Pinkie rubbed her chin and blew some bubbles as she thought.



“But you said that ‘She’ tricked you into creating these nightmares, so it wasn’t your idea, right?”



“That’s... that’s right. She made me make those nightmares!  And it’s made her bigger because of it!”



“So she’s the one who made you do it, huh?  So whatever it is that’s got her down in the dumps like this is linked to what Fluttershy is having nightmares about?”



Pinkie stood up and started pacing in thought.



“Well, the dragon makes sense. She’s always been scared of big dragons. And Rainbow Dash told me about what happened in Flight Camp. But the giant hawk is new.”



She stopped her pacing and plopped herself back down on the ground in confusion.



“But that doesn’t make sense. She’s not scared of hawks!  She’s been perfectly fine around falcons and eagles, and other big birds like that!”



Pinkie stared at the shadowy Flutterfear, who persisted in avoiding her gaze.



“Did something happen with a hawk?”



Flutterfear started trembling and backing away.



“I... I...”



“C’mon, you can tell auntie Pinkie Pie!  I’m a good secret keeper!”



A rustling sound echoed through the trees. Vines appeared out of thin air and snaked themselves around Flutterfear’s body before crossing over her heart and wrapping around her face. Thick locks appeared with a loud clang and bound them fast.



“I... I... I can’t talk about it!  We don’t tell anypony about that!  You’re not even supposed to know that you’re not supposed to know!  I... I shouldn’t have been talking talking to you in the first place!  Goodbye!”



Flutterfear turned tail and fled the scene. Pinkie tried to call her back, but she disappeared before Pinkie could do anything. 



“Chains?  And locks?  And what did she mean by ‘not supposed to tell anypony’?”



Seeing no better option, she set out in the direction Flutterfear had ran off. Perhaps somepony else could be found that she could ask.








Pinkie Pie trotted through the gray forest, trying to ignore the dark clouds overhead. It was so dark and... depressing. To see a mind so completely joyless felt just... unnatural. Pinkie put a fresh spring in her step and continued forward with determination. If there was a time somepony needed Laughter, it was now. A smile lit up her face as she spotted light through the trees up ahead. Sprinting forward, Pinkie burst through the treeline and emerged into a green peaceful meadow. Pinkie flung herself into the grass and inhaled the earthy fragrance, glad to be out from under the shadows of the trees. Looking up, Pinkie spotted Fluttershy’s cottage in the distance. Trotting over to the door, Pinkie raised a hoof up to knock. But before she could do so, thick wooden planks snapped up across the door, locking it shut. More locks snapped the boards in place as Pinkie took a step back in confusion. 



“Oh, you don’t want to go in there.”



A soft voice made Pinkie turn around. Behind them, stood Fluttershy in her Gala dress. Butterflies hovered around her, and she had even more flowers woven into her mane than before. Pinkie ran over and gave Fluttershy a big hug.



“Fluttershy!  I’m so glad to see you!  This place isn’t at all what I had expected. What’s happened here?  There were these nightmares and this big section of your mind is covered by the Everfree Forest, and there was this shadowy Fluttershy, and she was supposed to be your fearful side!  I mean, I know you’re afraid of your own shadow, but...”



Fluttershy smiled kindly, and motioned Pinkie towards the back of the house.



“Oh, come this way. This isn’t the right place to talk.”



Pinkie nodded and bounced after her as Fluttershy led them to a beautiful garden behind the cottage. Pinkie marveled at all wondrous flowers that bloomed in all shades and hues, and at the throngs of birds that flitted between the various plants, trees, feeders, and birdhouses. Her eyes almost popped out of her head as she noticed a trail of wildflowers blossoming out of the ground in Fluttershy’s wake and fading away just as quickly as she walked through the garden. Making her way over to a tree, she nosed at its shadow.



“Come on out now, I promise she won’t hurt us.”



A pair of blue eyes winked open in the tree’s shadow, and Flutterfear cautiously stepped out into the light. Pinkie’s face lit up and she ran over to give her a hug, but Fluttershy raised a hoof to stop her.



“Not just yet. We need to show this one something first. Would you stand still, pretty please?”



Fluttershy reached forward and put her hoof through Pinkie’s shoulder. Pinkie just laughed and tried to push her away.



“Stop, that tickles!”



“See?  This Pinkie isn’t a figment of our imagination that... that She sent to trick us. This Pinkie is an Outsider. She can’t hurt you if you don’t want her to, so you don’t need to worry about her.”



Fluttershy pulled over a cart and served tea and pastries to everypony as Flutterfear came out into the open. Pinkie happily descended upon the sweets as everypony took sat down. Gulping down the rest of her danish, Pinkie looked around at the surroundings.



“So, Fluttershy-”



Fluttershy simply looked confused.



“Oh, I’m not Fluttershy. I thought we had already explained this to you?”



Pinkie pointed to Flutterfear, who shrank back slightly.



“Well, I can understand her being your fearful side. She looks dark and scary. Or maybe just scared. It’s hard to tell the difference. A lot of scary things are things that are just scared of you!  But you look just like Fluttershy.”



‘Fluttershy’ simply smiled and gestured to the garden surrounding them.



“Take a look around, this is all my hoofwork. Perhaps that will help.”



Pinkie turned around and gave the miniature oasis a second lookover. The birds still were flying around, and she thought she could see other forest animals scurrying around the flower beds. Pinkie gave Fluttershy a hard look. The answer itched at the back of her brain, but she couldn’t quite piece it together. Looking closer, Pinkie saw some sparkle around Fluttershy’s neck. Fluttershy nodded and lifted her head so she could see, and Pinkie gasped when she recognized the gilded necklace set with the pink butterfly.



“That’s an Element of Harmony!  And there are all these animals around that you usually care for. And the flowers!  Ooh!  Ooh!  I know, you’re Fluttershy’s kindness, aren’t you?”



Fluttershy giggled demurely and nodded as she refilled Pinkie’s plate with some tarts.



“That’s right. This one here tells me you call her Flutterfear, so you may call me Mothershy if it helps you.”



Pinkie got up and shook Mothershy’s hoof.



“It’s nice to meet you!  Do you think you can help me?”



Mothershy’s face fell for a moment before returning to her normal soft smile.



“As much as I am able to. The situation is... complicated.”



Pinkie looked up and gestured to the overcast sky.



“Well, what’s up with all the gloomy clouds?  Fluttershy shouldn’t be all gray and cloudy. It should be a bright sunny morning. Ooh!  With a beautiful sunrise!  And birds singing!”



Pinkie’s smile fell and she sighed as she stared at the clouds some more.



“But this?  This isn’t right. What happened?  Where’s her Joy?”



Flutterfear shuddered and threw a worried glance at the cottage.



“She took her away.”



Mothershy nodded and pointed at the clouds.



“The clouds used to be normal, and our Joy used to stay up there. But then she had to be taken away. It... it was for the best.”



“But why?  Why would anypony want to get rid of their joy?  That’s horrible!”



Mothershy heaved a deep sigh and poured some seed for the birds.



“Sometimes... it’s for the best.”



    “It’s for your own good, Philomena!  I promise!”



Pinkie looked around for the source of the voice as Mothershy chuckled to herself.



“Oh don’t mind them. We are in the Memory Garden after all.”



“The memory what?”



Mothershy waved a hoof towards the birds that swarmed over the garden.



“The Memory Garden. Memories are flighty things afterall.”



Pinkie wandered into the garden as birds swooped all around her. Listening closer, she could hear quiet voices among all the chirping as the birds flew by her.



“...as it is the wondrous private gated garden that surrounds it!”



    “...helping me with the official bunny census.”



        “....hope you had some wonderful dreams and restful hibernation...”



She marveled as birds of all description fluttered all around. Pinkie kicked up her hooves and ran around the garden laughing as she ran from conversation to conversation.



“Ooh!  Ooh!  Are there many memories of me?”



Mothershy nodded and whistled a short tune, and several pink birds flew over. Pinkie galloped over to see them, and held out a hoof. One landed on her hoof and Pinkie leaned forward to hear what it had to say.



*flash*



Pinkie found herself in the Appleoosa desert, with a weird weight on her back. Were those... wings?  She ran along with several other of her friends, only to skid to a stop when she saw Rainbow Dash and... herself?  She launched herself into the air and tackled this other Pinkie to the ground.



“Pinkie!  I’m so glad you’re safe!”



*flash*



It was nighttime and she found herself back in her loft room in Sugarcube corner. All of her friends were enjoying a party as she danced with Twilight by the fireplace. But she was yellow and still had those wings. Pinkie saw herself run other and join in the dance.



“Having fun?”



“A blast!”



“You always throw the best parties, Pinkie Pie!”



“They’re always the best parties because my best friends are always there!”



*flash*



Pinkie blinked her eyes as she looked around, back in the memory gardens. She rolled on the ground laughing, her hooves in the air.



“Wow, that was cool!  What other memories do you have in here?”



She smiled faded as she looked up at the gray clouds overhead. This wasn’t the time to play around. Mothershy stepped over and helped her to her hooves. Pinkie eyed the birds fluttering around critically.



“Is there a memory that will tell me what’s bothering Fluttershy so much?”



Mothershy shook her head and pointed to some broken birdhouses on the far edge of the garden.



“They’re not here anymore. She’s taken them away and has been using them. Reminding us of what we’d rather forget.”



Mothershy dropped her head as she began cleaning up after lunch.



“Besides... we’ve made our decision. We had to. It was for the best.”



“Oh Fluttershy, you’re such a loudmouth...”



Pinkie looked up as another bird flew by her face. Something bothered Pinkie as she stared at the solemn Mothershy as she sat down with Flutterfear and helped comfort her.



“‘We’ made our decision?  Do you mean there are more than two of you?”



Mothershy looked up and nodded.



“We have many facets to us. There are several more of us around.”



Pinkie started pacing back and forth, the idea growing in her mind nagging at her more and more.



“Somehow I don’t think you had much to do with this decision.”



Pinkie looked up at the clouds again before pointing to each of the Fluttershy’s in turn.



“This is not how Fluttershy is supposed to be!  Something really really big had to make her change like this. Flutterfear, you told me that ‘She’ made you make all those nightmares. And Mothershy, you’re not the kind of Fluttershy that would do this to yourself. I’m willing to bet bits to brownies that ‘She’ bullied you into going along with this.”



Mothershy avoided Pinkie’s gaze and turned her attention to some of the flowers.



“What... what makes you say that?  Sometimes what’s best for someone is hard to do.”



Pinkie rolled her eyes and strode back among the birds, making her way over to a white dove with suspiciously large feathers on its head.



“Well, duh!  You’re the part of Fluttershy that has a hard time MAKING those decisions. I mean, look at Angel!”



“I know you want to run, but just three more bites... two more bites?  One more bite?  Pretty please?”



“It’s just not like you!  And I know you pretty well. I’ve known you ever since you came to Ponyville!  I threw you a big party and everything!  Even though you hid in the corner most of the time. But Angel is the one who acts as your confidence half the time!”



“You can be... my guardian Angel.”



Another dove landed next to Pinkie. Pinkie stared at it for a second, confused. Flutterfear shot up to her hooves as Pinkie reached out for it.



“Wait, no!  Not that one!”



*flash*



She was in Fluttershy’s cottage, wrapping bandages around a small baby bunny.



“Oh, you poor thing. Just stay still, and you’ll be better in no time.”



She paused and went to go fetch some more supplies.



“You’re lucky I could save you. I... I don’t know what came over me!”



The bunny gave her a blank stare and Fluttershy chuckled to herself.



“I just saw what happened, and I couldn’t just stand there. I’ve never done something like that before!  I guess... you brought it out of me. Thank you. You know, we’ll have to take care of each other. You can be... my guardian Angel.”



*flash*



The memory ended, and Pinkie blinked as she watched Flutterfear cower behind Mothershy.



“What’s wrong?  There was nothing bad or scary about that memory.”



Both of the Fluttershys said nothing as Pinkie looked back at them.



“So is that how you met Angel bunny?  He was hurt, and you patched him up?”



Mothershy nodded and Pinkie shrugged as she puzzled over what had the two so quiet.



“What’s wrong with that?  Is it because of what hurt him?”



Pinkie whipped her head around as she heard the rustling sound from before. Vines sprung up from the ground and bound themselves around Flutterfear again before locking into place again. Pinkie looked over at Mothershy.



“Can’t you do something about that?  Why won’t she tell me?  I need to know!”



More vines sprung up and wrapped around Mothershy’s legs and hooves, rooting her to the spot as she looked back and forth between the two in indecision.



“I... I... we can’t talk about it.”



Pinkie scratched her chin while puzzling over this turn of events.



“Mysteriouser and more mysteriouser... are you sure you can’t tell me?”



“We... would rather not. We shouldn’t. It’s rather painful. Besides, it wouldn’t help...”



Pinkie walked over and raised Mothershy’s head up to look her in the eye.



“Mothershy... I need to know. You’re Fluttershy’s kindness, right?  You can’t let her forget to be kind to herself too, right?”



“Perhaps.”



“You take care of all these animals, and care for them so well!  I want to help YOU just like that. But I can’t fix it if I don’t know what’s broken!”



Mothershy just stood there silently. Pinkie pointed Mothershy’s head up at the clouds.



“Can you tell me that this is how Fluttershy is supposed to be?  No Flutterjoy up in the brightening everything up?”



“She said it had to be done...”



“Is this the ‘She’ that’s such a big bully?  The one who made this ‘decision’ for all of you?  Well, she’s wrong. She’s a big fat liar!”



“Why would we lie to ourself?”



Pinkie paused for a moment.



“I... I don’t know. But I just know that it isn’t true!  Help me, Mothershy!  Help me help you help yourself by helping me help you and your other you help me... uh... I forgot where I was going with that, but you need you!  Look at all this!  You can’t see all this sadness and do nothing!”



Mothershy bit her lip as Pinkie implored her further.



“You’re really hurting, can’t you see?  Can you please please please help me bring back your Joy?”



Mothershy dropped her eyes to the ground and didn’t speak for several moments.



“No...”



Pinkie sighed and turned away before a loud series of snaps made her turn back around. One by one, the vines snapped as Mothershy broke free, a soft smile of determination on her face.



“... but I know who can.”



Pinkie rushed over and tackled Mothershy to the ground with a big hug.



“I knew you had it in you!”



Mothershy picked them both back up on their hooves and pointed to a mountain at the edge of the forest.



“If there’s one of us that can help you take Her on, then you’ll find her there. If you can get her to help you, then you might have a chance at changing our mind. She has grown very big and powerful, but... you’re right. We have to at least try.”



Pinkie gave her one final hug and then bounded out of the garden and off into the distance.



“Thank you!  Oh thank you, thank you, thank you!  Don’t worry, I won’t let Fluttershy down!”








Pinkie bounced up the mountainside, bounding from rock to rock while blithely singing about the Mountain Goat clans of Manetana. She looked around at the barren rocks as she climbed higher and higher. Very few plants grew up here, and the rocks looked blasted and... scorched. Jumping over the lip of a ledge, Pinkie was greeted by the sight of a large cave in the mountainside. Something about it felt familiar to her as she surveyed the entrance. She slowed down her pace as she entered cautiously, looking around for any signs of danger. Her hoofbeats echoed off the cave walls, sending a small flock of crows near the entrance flapping away. The temperature started to rise as she ventured in further, and she noticed small hissing vents of gas scattered around the area. A loud disgruntled snort  drew her attention and she let out a surprised yelp as her gaze fell on a full grown pink and yellow dragon lying in the middle of the cave.  The dragon raised its head and stared down Pinkie suspiciously.



“Now what are YOU doing here, missy?”



Pinkie blinked in surprise to hear Fluttershy’s voice come out of a creature this large. True, it lacked her usual timidity, but it belonged to Fluttershy without a doubt. 



“Well?  Didn’t your mother teach you it’s not nice to go snooping around in other pony’s minds?”



Pinkie bounced closer, encouraged by hearing her friend’s voice.



“Hi!  I’m here to help Fluttershy. Are you a part of Fluttershy too?”



The dragon snorted, sending a puff of smoke through the air.



“You could say that. I don’t get out much. Not with these nasty things on me!”



The dragon stood up, showing off manacles around each of her forelimbs. Each was connected by heavy chains tied to the floor at the edges of the cavern. She gave them an idle tug, but the chains refused to budge. Pinkie prodded one of the chains in puzzlement.



“Why are you tied up like this?”



“Hmph. Take a look at me. Is it any wonder?”



The dragon slumped down to the ground as Pinkie paused in thought.



“You’re a dragon... and Fluttershy is terrified of dragons. She’s scared of you?”



The dragon dragged a claw down a wall, leaving a mark alongside scores of similar tally marks on the wall.



“Everypony has parts of themselves they don’t like. It’s part of the reason She gets so big sometimes. But Fluttershy is terrified of me, so she keeps me locked in here unless it’s an emergency.”



“Why would she do that?”



The dragon growled under her breath and jerked a claw towards the entrance where crows pecked at the ground.



“Go listen to them. They remind me all the time.”



The crows flapped over and flapped circles around the dragon’s head, giving croaking taunts as they flew.



“You’re... going... to LOVE ME!!”



    “That big... dumb... MEANIE!!”



        “You cut in line, I take what’s mine!”



The dragon growled irritatedly, and shooed the crows back outside. 



“If I’ve told you birds once, I’ve told you a thousand time!  That’s not what I’m about!”



Pinkie lost her footing as the cave rumbled and small bursts of fire shot out of the gas vents. She stepped closer to the dragon as she glared daggers at the crows outside.



“You’re... Fluttershy’s anger?”



The dragon nodded and Pinkie tapped a hoof against one of the chains.



“Mothershy said that you could help me take this ‘Her’ on, and bring back your Joy. But how can you help me if you’re stuck in this damp old cave?”



The dragon raised an eyebrow.



“Mothershy?”



“Your kindness. You see, I give nicknames to all of your sides, so I can tell them apart!  I can’t quite call you all ‘Fluttershy’s fear’ and ‘Fluttershy’s kindness’ now, can I?  That’d take too long!  And you’re kinda like real ponies, aren’t you?  Even though you’re all one pony!  So what can I call you?”



The dragon shrugged and rolled over on her side.



“Call me Flutterrage, if you must. But I don’t think I can help you from in here.”



Pinkie patted Flutterrage on her side fondly.



“Aww, don’t say that!  You can still help!  Do YOU know what’s upset Fluttershy so much?  It’s all gray and gloomy outside, and... and... it just isn’t right!  She’s missing her joy!”



Flutterrage grunted irritably and idly shattered a boulder.



“Can’t say I get out much. Nopony tells me anything unless it’s an emergency. It really isn’t fair. I’m the one that gets us out of all those scary situations, and what do I get?  Locked up in a dirty old cave!”



Pinkie shrugged, unphased as Flutterrage launched a tongue of fire up into the ceiling.



“All I know is that it might have to do with a hawk and when Fluttershy first met Angel bunny. Does that help anything?”



Flutterrage rose to her feet in surprise. The cave trembled and fire spurted from the vents.



“That?  She’s upset about that?!  But that doesn’t make sense!  That was from years ago!  I thought we had finally forgotten about that!”



Flutterrage paced back and forth across the cavern in irritation, Pinkie dodging her footsteps to avoid being stomped. Pausing for a moment, Flutterrage noticed Pinkie again and stooped down to look her in the eye.



“Okay, little missy, tell me EVERYTHING you’ve heard about this.”



Pinkie plopped down on her rump, and held her head with a hoof as she thought about it.



“Well, it all started last week when I bumped into Fluttershy in the market and then knocked over a stall, which fell into another stall, and then knocked over another stall!  Just like a whole row of dominoes, but a lot messier!  Before you knew it, there was fruit everywhere!  Everypony was being really grumpy about it as they cleaned up the mess. If it were me, I would have made it into Ponyville’s biggest fruit smoothie!  It would have been great!  But Fluttershy ran away and she’s been all sad and gloomy ever since!  I tried to cheer her up, but nothing worked!  And believe you me, I pulled out the stops for that one!”



Flutterrage tapped a claw impatiently and cleared her throat, sending out a thin cloud of smoke. Pinkie smiled sheepishly at the reminder.



“Oh, right. So I went to talk about it with Twilight, and it turned out Fluttershy had been having nightmares since the accident. So we had an idea and called Zecora!  And she helped me do this Spirit Walk thing, and here I am!  I had to deal with some nightmares, and I got to talk to Flutterfear and Mothershy too!  But they won’t tell me what’s upset Fluttershy so much!  And they keep talking about this ‘She’  pony they’re all afraid of. All I know is that it involves a hawk, and how Angel got injured when Fluttershy first met him.”



Flutterrage ground her teeth, making Pinkie wince from the sound.



“So She’s at it again, huh?  That accident brought up that old memory, and She’s pounced on it and is feeding off of it again.”



“Who is this ‘She’ everypony keeps talking about?  Doesn’t she have a name?”



Flutterrage blinked as she thought it over.



“Um... not really. We are all Fluttershy. We know who each of us are. You’re the one that decided that we needed names.”



“Well, can you tell me what this old memory that’s making her so miserable is?”



“Well... yes and no. I don’t have it all here with me. But I have the part of it that involves me. It was the first time the little one released me.”



The dragon clicked a claw and one of the crows from the entrance flew over.



“Go ahead, touch it. It’s a dark memory... but it’s important that you know if you’re going to bring Her down to size.”



Pinkie held out a hoof, and the crow flew over and perched on it.



*flash*



She was in the outskirts of the Everfree Forest, hovering in front of a hawk standing next to a rabbit with talon wounds in its side.



“Leave that bunny alone!”



She had never heard herself be so forceful before, but she couldn’t back down now.



“These little bunnies are under my protection, so step away from the bunny, and nopony gets hurt.”



The hawk puffed itself up and spread its wings. It reared forward and let out a shrill screech. She didn’t even blink under the sonic assault.



“I don’t think so, mister!  I was here first, and I am going to protect them. Go and hunt somewhere else!”



The hawk flapped into the air and screeched at her again. She flew up with it and stared her down.



“I said go. Hunt. SOMEWHERE. ELSE!!”



She leaned forward, glaring daggers at the hawk, and raised a hoof threateningly. The hawk quailed and quickly turned tail and fled the scene.



*flash*



Pinkie’s eyes tried to adjust back to the dimness of the cave as she processed this memory. She looked up into Flutterrage’s intense gaze.



“So... Angel was attacked by a hawk and Fluttershy saved her?  But why is that a bad memory?  That’s a good thing, right?”



“It’s not the entire story, but that’s a big part of it. You’ll find the answer to that question very soon if things go right. I’ve done all I can for now.”



“Aren’t... aren’t you coming with me?”



Flutterrage growled and tugged at her chains.



“As much as I’d love to, these dumb chains aren’t going to let me.”



“But didn’t you say you come out when it’s an emergency?”



Flutterrage’s eyes twinkled in interest.



“And you think this an emergency?”



Pinkie looked at Flutterrage like she had lost her mind.



“Well, duh!  She hasn’t come out of her house for days!  She’s miserable!”



Flutterrage nodded.



“Well, that’s kind of bad. But it isn’t effecting anyone else.”



“Of course it is!  Twilight is worried about you. I’m worried about you. Even Angel Bunny is worried sick about you!”



Flutterrage tilted her head to the side in surprise.



“Angel is worried about us?”



Pinkie walked up in front of Flutterrage’s face and poked her in the snout.



“Yes!  He’s the one that went and got Twilight and me!  Look, this IS an emergency. You’re hurting yourself, you’re hurting your friends, and you’re hurting me!  I can’t stand to see you in this kind of state!  Are you going to sit here and do nothing?”



Flutterrage balled one claw into a fist and started tugging against her chains.



“No...”



“Are you going to let Fluttershy sit around and mope?”



“No.”



“Is this the way you’re supposed to be?  ‘She’ said that ‘this was for the best’. Are you going to believe her lies too?  Take one look outside this cave and you’ll see that She will continue to dominate your mind if you don’t do anything!  Is THAT how you’re supposed to be?”



Flutterrage began to tremble, and the whole cave trembled along with her, sending a few rocks falling from the ceiling. The gas vents fired flames higher than ever before as Flutterrage let out a bellowing roar.



“NO!  This is NOT the state of mind we should be in!  This is NOT right!  Others are worrying about us!  ANGEL is worrying about us!”



With another roar and an incredible swing of her arms, Flutterrage ripped her manacles free from their chains and stormed towards the entrance. 



“You make a good replacement for the little one. Come on, we’re going to FIX this. Ride with me, we can NOT let us blame ourselves any longer!”








Pinkie gasped as she saw the Memory Gardens and Fluttershy’s cottage. 



“There it is!  And look, the others are still here!”



Flutterfear took one look at Flutterrage and shrieked in terror. She flew behind Mothershy and all but vanished into her shadow. Mothershy walked up with a smile.



“Oh, hello. Did the little one let you out?”



“No, this one here did that. This is an emergency!  We need to get to Her and bring her down to size. Open up our heart so we can go talk to her.”



Pinkie looked over at Flutterrage in surprise.



“Heart?  That’s Fluttershy’s cottage.



Mothershy shook her head and pointed to the door of the cottage, still boarded up and locked tight.



“Don’t you know home is where the heart is?  Well, I would open it, but there’s a mental block in the way.”



Pinkie walked over and inspected the locks on the door. Remembering what had happened in the forest, Pinkie pushed Flutterfear out from behind Mothershy.



“Flutterfear... are these locks your doing?”



Flutterfear just whimpered as Mothershy stroked her shadowy hair. Pinkie heard that same familiar rustling as vines appeared out of thin air and wrapped around Flutterfear’s body and face, snapping into place with locks.



“I... don’t want to talk about it.”



Pinkie lifted her head up and gave her a bright smile.



“You don’t need to hide any secrets from me. It’s going to be okay. Besides... I think I finally know what happened those years ago that you are so scared of. Here, let’s play that game again!  I’ll talk, and you tell me if my guesses are correct.”



Flutterfear nodded mutely as Pinkie laid down in front of her.



“Way back then, you hadn’t met Angel bunny yet, had you?  But he was injured and you nursed him back to health, and he’s been with you ever since, right?  That’s what that memory here in the garden showed me.”



One of the vines wrapping around Flutterfear’s muzzle snapped and fell loose as she nodded her agreement.



“But what injured Angel?  One of your nightmares was a hawk swooping down on you. I’m guessing that the hawk tried to eat Angel, and that’s how he got injured. 



Another vine snapped and one of the locks tumbled to the ground.



“Yes... that’s right.”



“And Flutterrage showed me when you saved Angel bunny from a hawk. But that should be a good memory!  You saved a poor defenseless bunny from a nasty predator!”



“It... it scared me what we did. We had never done anything like that before!”



Pinkie shook her head.



“But that’s not what scaring you right now. There’s something missing. Something only you can tell me. Why is this a bad memory?”



Flutterfear just whimpered and cowered on the ground. Pinkie gestured to the door.



“She is in your heart, isn’t she?  She is the one behind all this. We’re here to stop Her. And I think I know who this She is.”



Pinkie pulled out her deerstalker cap and bubble pipe once more.



“If there’s nothing bad about the memories that I’ve seen so far, it means that there is a part of the story that I haven’t seen yet!  I’ve seen the middle and the end of the story... but not the beginning. Why did the hawk attack Angel?”



“I... um... a hawk doesn’t need a reason to attack a bunny, does it?”



Pinkie shook her head and looked Flutterfear in the eye.



“If it was an accident, then you wouldn’t be so upset over it. But you ARE being a big old gloomy-pants. And the accident last week in the marketplace when I bumped into you is what got this whole mess started. At least, that’s how I see it. But is it how you see it?  What’s the connection?”



Pinkie looked over at Flutterrage and Mothershy, who nodded their encouragement before Pinkie placed her hooves on Flutterfear’s shoulders.



“Flutterfear... if Fluttershy blaming herself for both of these accidents?”



Flutterfear tried to look away, but Pinkie refused to let her. The locks holding the vines around her body rattled before shattering like glass. Tears welled up in Flutterfear’s eyes as the vines fell from her body. She threw herself to the ground and broke into tears.



“Yes!  It’s all our fault!  We weren’t watching where we were going, and we caused that disaster in the market!  Everypony was glaring at us!  They must hate us now!”



Flutterfear collapsed into more incoherent sobbing as Pinkie stroked her mane.



“Aw, c’mon now. It was an accident!  That was as much my fault as it was yours!”



Flutterfear’s crying slowed and she looked up at Pinkie.



“...Really?”



“Of course!  I shouldn’t have been carrying so many packages all at once!  And especially not one with a spring loaded pie in it!  I mean, c’mon, that’s an accident waiting to happen!  It’s as much my fault as yours. It was just an accident.”



Flutterfear remained silent, aside from the occasional sniffling. Pinkie helped her to her hooves and gave her a hug.



“So... what makes you think the other accident was Fluttershy’s fault?  I bet it was just an accident too.”



Flutterfear shuddered and stared at the sky. She began to speak, her voice barely a whisper.



“We were young. Not long after we discovered the ground and got our cutie mark. We were in the forest outskirts looking for animals to play with. After a bend in the path, we came across a whole colony of bunnies. We were very pleased to see them, and ran towards them shouting excitedly. But... we were TOO excited, and ended up scaring them. They scattered and ran away from us. And then... and then...”



Flutterfear trembled. Pinkie held her close and nodded.



“The hawk came?”



“We never knew it was there. Our shouting might have alerted it, or perhaps the running bunnies we scared presented an opportunity it couldn’t resist. Or...”



“Fluttershy, there was no was no way you could have known that hawk was there.”



“But maybe if we had known the proper way to approach skittish animals, there wouldn’t have been an opportunity for-”



“You don’t know that, Flutterfear. It might have happened anyway. And besides, you were just a little filly. You didn’t know any better. It’s not your fault.”



“You think so?”



“I KNOW so.”



Flutterfear gave a long drawn out sniff and looked towards the door to the cottage. One by one, the boards and chains blocking the door fell off, and the door swung open slightly.



“Okay... I guess it’s time you can see Her. If you can change our mind... you’ll have to deal with Her.”



Pinkie looked around at the various pieces of Fluttershy’s mind that stood around her, receiving a nod from each one in turn. Pinkie pushed the door open and stepped on through into Fluttershy’s heart.








The first thing Pinkie noticed was that the inside of the cottage looked a lot bigger than the outside suggested. Stepping inside, she noticed that the other personalities followed her inside, and even Flutterrage had plenty of room to spare. The second thing was that that somepony had cluttered the place up with tons of suitcases. But the most striking things was that the room was dominated by the largest, and ugliest, Fluttershy Pinkie had ever seen. Her wings were tiny, and her legs were long and ungainly. Her coat had an unusual washed out look to it, almost gray. Minotaur horned topped her head, and her mouth took up a large portion of her face. Her eyes seemed to be locked in a perpetual glare.



“Well, well, well. Look at the losers who finally made it!”



Pinkie Pie looked at the others, who were giving nervous glances at each other. 



“Is this ‘Her’?”



The others nodded and Pinkie narrowed her eyes as she strode forward. ‘She’ sneered as Pinkie walked through, shoving suitcases to the side to clear a path.



“Allow me to introduce-”



“I KNOW who you are. I know an overgrown Inner Critic when I see one, Criticshy. And it’s time I brought you down to size!”



Pinkie tried to poke Criticshy in the chest to punctuate her statement, but her hoof went right through her. Criticshy just laughed as Pinkie fell flat on her face.



“What are you going to do, throw a party for me?  That’s about all you’re good for, isn’t it?  Face it, you’re an Outsider in here, and you can’t hurt me!  You can’t change our mind!”



Pinkie got up and raised a hoof in her face.



“I got in here, didn’t I?  I broke the mental blocks!  I got through your nightmares!  And I have all of the rest of you behind me to help!”



Criticshy turned around and walked away, waving a hoof dismissively.



“Feh. So you were able to do a little bit with your constant jabbering. That’s all.”



Pinkie ran over and got up in her face again.



“Bring back Fluttershy’s Joy!  She needs it!”



Criticshy paused and sneered.



“Joy?  Joy?!  What’s there to be joyful about?  CLUMSY!  That’s what we are!  An inconsiderate ignorant clumsy oaf!”



A muffled pop caught Pinkie’s attention as another duffel bag popped into existence and rolled down the pile and onto the floor.



“All this baggage... you’re creating it!  You’re creating all this baggage with your lies!”



“Lies?  They’re not lies. If it were lies, then we wouldn’t have caused all those accidents!”



“That’s not true!  Those accidents weren’t your fault!”



Criticshy turned up her nose and sniffed haughtily.



“As long as we believe them, then it might as well be true. Isn’t that right, Pinkamena?”



Pinkie Pie reared back as if stung.



“Oh, you did NOT just go there!  Take that back!”



“What are you going to do?  You have no power here!”



“Maybe I don’t... but THEY do!”



Pinkie turned to the other Fluttershys, hanging back by the door.



“I had my friends to bring me out of that incident. And I’m going to do the same for Fluttershy!  We need to show her that she’s wrong!  C’mon, Fluttershys!”



Flutterrage went to move forwards, shaking the floor as she stomped towards Criticshy.



“Now, just you listen, missy!”



She stopped at a burst of derisive laughter from Criticshy.



“Them?  Do you think they can stop me?”



She picked up a steamer trunk from the clutter on the floor and flung it at Flutterrage.



“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will hurt me more!  Take that, BRUTE!  That’s why you’re chained up, remember?”



Flutterrage roared as the suitcase hit her, roaring as if it burned. Criticshy continued to pelt her with the baggage.



“Get back to your cave, you big scary BRUTE. Browbeating and bullying everypony in your way when you get angry!  How long will it be until we’re going to hurt somepony, hmm?”



“Now, now. We shouldn’t do that to ourself. It’s not very nice.”



Criticshy turned her attention to Mothershy, who had taken the floor as Flutterrage retreated to the back of the room. Criticshy picked up a hat box.



“Oh, look who decided to speak up!  It’s the pushover!  Miss Doormat!  Have you let any pets run roughshod over us again?  Go back to tending our memories, you don’t belong here!”



The hat box smacked her across the head, making her back off with a yelp of pain, revealing Flutterfear hiding in the corner. Criticshy picked up a purse off a pile and advances on the shadow.



“And how could we forget about the coward?  Frightened of our own shadow...”



Criticshy raised the purse in the air, about to beat Flutterfear over the head with it until Pinkie Pie stood over her defensively.



“No!  That’s not true!  None of this is true!”



Criticshy put down the purse and leaned in towards Pinkie Pie.



“Oh, is it?  Face it, not only did we cause those accidents, that only gives other ponies one more excuse to hate us!  Should I remind you of the bunch of faults you brought with you?”



Pinkie leaned in forward as well, pressing her face right up against Criticshy’s and pointing a hoof over to the others.



“They’re not faults!  Fluttershy only gets angry when something’s gone terribly wrong!  Flutterrage saved us all from that dragon!  And saved three fillies from being turned into stone!  And much more besides!  She uses her Stare for good!”



Pinkie looked over towards Mothershy.



“And Fluttershy cares a LOT for everypony around her!  She’s the spirit of Kindness, and that is a good thing, not bad!  She’s the best animal caretaker around, bar none!”



Pinkie looked behind her at the cowering Flutterfear.



“And while Fluttershy might be scared of a lot of things...”



“See?  Like I said, a coward!”



“Fluttershy is NOT a coward!”



Criticshy looked at Pinkie like she had lost her mind.



“Oh, yes we are!  Shall I list all the things that we are afraid of?  Got a few days for that?”



“Fluttershy is the most courageous pony I know!”



“I’m sorry, would that courage be coming from the brute?  Because I can guarantee it’s not from the pushover or the coward.”



Pinkie shook her head and smiled.



“You’ve forgotten about her, haven’t you?  There’s one more of you, isn’t that right Flutterrage?”



Flutterrage grinned toothily as she caught Pinkie’s meaning.



“The little one?”



Pinkie looked over as she heard the door creak open.



“Yes. You said that the little one is the one that lets you out. The one that has the courage to stand up and be angry even when it’s scary!”



Criticshy stared at the door as it opened further, starting to look a bit nervous. Pinkie walked up to the door before looking back at Criticshy before opening the door fully.



“And the nice thing about Fluttershy’s Courage... is that she always shows up when she’s needed the most. She might be scared of a lot of things, but she ALWAYS does what’s needed.”



Another Fluttershy stepped in the door, with Angel bunny riding her back. Pinkie Pie turned back towards Criticshy as this new Fluttershy helped all the others to their hooves.



“These accidents were not your fault. You can’t blame yourself any longer. And I know you have the courage to do it.”



Criticshy started to backpedal as the encouraged Fluttershys started to surround her. She picked up a steamer trunk and held it up, threatening to throw it at Flutterfear. Flutterfear quailed at the sight, but Courageshy stood next to her and they held their ground. Looking around at the ring of Fluttershys, Criticshy flung the trunk at them only to have it snatched out of the air by Flutterrage. The group converged on Criticshy, who tried to fend them off. 



“Back!  Get back!  It’s our fault!  It’s all our fault!  Can’t you see that?”



With a smile, Courageshy reinforced anypony who started to falter as they pinned Criticshy in a tight circle.



“This is NOT the way our mind should be!  It’s not right!”



“We have to be kind to ourselves too.”



“Having you in charge will only lead to more misery, I’m afraid.”



At once, they turned on a full powered Stare on Criticshy, who shrank back at such a glare. But no matter where she turned, another Fluttershy was there staring her down. Pinkie looked on in surprise as Criticshy began to shrink in on herself, dwindling down in size. Further and further she shrunk until she was no bigger than a tiny filly. Courageshy picked her up with a hoof and placed her in an open suitcase before closing the lid. Pinkie could barely hear her squeaky voiced insults through the bag. 



“You better listen to me!  We’re no good!  Disgrace!  We stink!  We’re worse than ever before!  I can’t believe we call ourself a pegasus!  I-I-I can’t even SEE us from in here, but I know it’s bad!  Can you hear me?  Oh... we’ve got weak wings, do you hear me?  Weak wings like a FOAL!  And our mane is always too long!  Oh, our knees are ugly!  And our voice is too soft...”



Pinkie whooped with joy and gathered the others for a big group hug.



“We did it!  We brought her down to size!  I knew you could do it, Fluttershy!  All of you!  But... where is her Joy?  I thought she would show up once we got rid of little miss meany-pants...”



Over in the corner, a pile of luggage shook, causing one piece to tumble down and land on the floor. Working her way over, Pinkie started to disassemble the pile as she heard something thumping around at the bottom. Pulling off the last bag, she revealed a rattling box, and Pinkie opened the lid to reveal a young filly Fluttershy.



“Is... is it okay to come out now?”



Pinkie picked her up and set her on the ground.



“Yupperooni!  We took care of mean ol’ Criticshy, so now you’re free, Flutterjoy!”



A big smile broke out on her face as her face lit up the room.



“Oh, it’s so wonderful to be free again!  It was really cramped. Goodness, we’ve really messed up the place, haven’t we?  I can clean this up, and it’ll look better in no time at all!”



Flutterjoy flew up into the air and began to flap her wings rapidly, creating a stiff breeze. The wind picked up the various pieces of mental baggage like so many pieces of paper, and they tumbled out the door one by one. Mothershy looked around and nodded approvingly as the cottage returned to normal.



“I agree, much better.”



Pinkie smiled and picked up Flutterjoy to nearly crush her in a big hug.



“Are you back for good?  Fluttershy was just so miserable... I had to do something!”



“Well, we are all so glad that you did!  Our Inner Critic is usually helpful, but she just grew all out of control!  But we’re all in balance now.”



Pinkie and the Fluttershys exited the cottage as Flutterjoy looked at the cloudy sky disapprovingly.



“Well, it looks like there’s one more thing I need to do, and then you can go.”



Pinkie bounced in place happily until a thought struck her.



“Okie dokie!  But.. um... how do I get out of here?  I’ve never been in somepony else’s mind before. Besides my own, that is. I’m in my own mind all the time!  Except for right now. I’m in two minds now!  Or am I just out of my mind?”



Flutterjoy just giggled and flew up into the air, and picked up Pinkie under her shoulders.



“Oh, I think we can take care of both things at the same time. C’mon!  You’ll love it!”



With a strength greater than what her small frame would suggest, Flutterjoy lifted Pinkie Pie up and flew off into the sky. She pumped her wings, flying faster and faster towards the clouds ahead. Lowering her head, the pair burst through the thick ceiling of clouds and into the sunlight above. Looking down, Pinkie could see the clouds disintegrating below as Flutterjoy flew closer to the sun.



“Hey, will Fluttershy remember any of this?”



“She’ll know that you helped her, but that’s all. We’re almost there!”



“Almost where?  Where’s the way out?  I want to seeeeeee!”



Flutterjoy made a sudden stop and flung Pinkie towards the sun. The light grew brighter and brighter, enveloping Pinkie as she flew closer...








There was a sound of rushing wind and she felt like something was pulling her backwards. With a jolt, Pinkie opened her eyes and found herself back in her own body in Twilight’s library. Looking around, she thought she saw the painted door on Fluttershy’s forehead close with a soft click before it and all Zecora’s painted symbols faded away. Twilight and Zecora rushed over and helped Pinkie to her feet.



“Did it work, Pinkie?  Is she going to be okay?”



Pinkie looked over as Fluttershy began to stir in her sleep.



“I think so!  I think she’s got all her personal demons sorted out now. Look!  She’s coming around!”



Fluttershy’s eyes fluttered opened and she hazily looked back and forth between Pinkie and Twilight’s faces.



“It... wasn’t my fault?”



Pinkie rushed in with a peal of laughter and picked Fluttershy up in a big hug.



“That’s right!  They were just accidents!  You don’t have to blame yourself any more!”



Fluttershy smiled and hugged Pinkie back.



“I... I don’t know what you did in there... but thank you. I feel much better now.”



She looked up at Twilight and Zecora, who stood there beaming.



“And thanks to you two as well.”



Pinkie started to bounce around the cottage excitedly.



“This is great!  Old Fluttershy is back!  And now we can play games and have fun and throw parties and... and... DO EVERYTHING!  WOOHOO!”



“Um... not just yet.”



Pinkie screeched to a halt and began to pout.



“What?  Is there something still wrong?”



“Oh, no. I’m fine. There’s just... something I have to do first. But I’ll catch up with you later. I promise!”



“Pinkie Promise?”



Fluttershy smiled and performed the necessary motions.



“Pinkie Promise.”



Pinkie seemed satisfied with that and walked towards the door.



“Okay, make sure you remember!  I hope to see you soon!”



Fluttershy thanked and hugged Pinkie, Twilight, and Zecora as they headed outside. Quietly shutting the door, Fluttershy went and found Angel who happily leapt onto her back, relieved to see her back to normal.



“And thank you too, Angel. I had forgotten how much you take care of me, as much as I take care of you. You really are my Guardian Angel.”



The End.
      

      
   
      Dear Journal


      

      
      
         Dear Journal,



Today, Captain Armour selected me for a special assignment: escorting the Princess on her trip to Ponyville. Why the Princess would take the precious time out of her day to visit a small town like that, I don’t know, but this was a great opportunity! One that I just couldn’t pass up!



I started off my day as usual; I poured myself a nice bowl of Hay Flakes (can’t properly wake up without them!), and read the Canterlot Courier, the best newspaper in all of Canterlot…Though to be fair, it’s the only newspaper in all of Canterlot.



There wasn’t much of interest in the newspaper today. Prince Blueblood was confirmed as a guest of honour at Fancypants’ next social gathering…Somepony called ‘the Great and Powerful Trixie’ was advertising a show at Canterlot 5th Park next week…The Wonderbolts were apparently fighting amongst themselves. That was probably the most interesting news in the paper today.



So after breakfast and a quick scan through the real-estate pages (still nothing within my price range), I brushed my teeth and prepared for my morning trot. Got to stay in shape if I want that promotion to Lieutenant.



My morning trot could have gone better. I suppose it’s my fault for not properly paying attention to the weather forecast, but still, to have it suddenly start raining on you heavily, when you’re three blocks away from your house, is usually a sign that bad things are going to come.



After I returned home from my trot, I had just enough time to shower and dry myself off quickly, before I had to leave for my assignment. Of course, this would be when I realise that my umbrella had a huge hole in the top of it. When and how did that even happen?



Regardless, this meant that I had to run quickly though the streets, completely exposed to the rain, save for the few parts that were covered by my armour. Did I mention how quickly you get worn out when running in this heavy armour?



Upon my arrival at the castle, I was greeted by my Captain, and the other guard who would be escorting the Princess today. The Captain was finishing some business with the Princess, so I waited to the side, saluting him and the Princess, as is protocol, until they were finished.



“At ease,” the Princess said as soon as Captain Armour was no longer there. I obeyed, though it’s hard to feel at ease when you’re before one of the Princesses of the entire kingdom. One slipup could cost me my job, or worse! “Don’t worry, Private Galahad. You can just be your usual self around me,” is what she said, but that’s still easier said than done.








I arrived in Ponyville after about a one hour ride. The Princess was greeted by a purple Unicorn pony, who I recognised as the Captain’s little sister, Twilight…Twinkle? No, Sprinkle? Something along those lines.



Anyway, she was also greeted by five other ponies. Quite a small reception for the Princess of the Sun, right? Well, this was just outside of Ponyville. When we entered the actual town itself, she was welcomed by practically everypony around. There were banners, streamers, flowers, balloons, the whole package! Proof that the citizens of Equestria truly loved their Princess. Us guards, on the other hoof? Not even a simple ‘hello’…Guess that’s just the way of the world.



The Princess made her way towards the town’s bakery – a place called Sugarcube Corner. There was a pleasant scent coming from within, and when I took a peek inside, I could see an assortment of cakes, jell-o (or jelly, if you’re from Britmane), muffins, sandwiches, hay-fries…All of it looked and smelled so delicious, and I wanted so much to go in and sample everything.



But alas, my duty was to remain outside, and prevent unwanted company from entering. Which didn’t take long; within the first ten minutes, I encountered a suspicious pink pony approaching, with seven balloons tied to her tail, a pair of green-framed shades on her face, a fake moustache, and a whole bunch of presents on her back, of varying shapes and sizes.



I didn’t bother questioning her strange appearance (it wasn’t really my job, no matter how curious I was), but I did have to stop her to ask her name, and to examine each present individually.



She began speaking to me, but she said so much, in such short timeframe, and all I really got out of it was that her name was Pinkie Pie.



“May we examine these presents, ma’am?” I asked her, keeping my cold gaze fixed on her. She seemed unfazed by this…Although it was hard to tell through those shades she was wearing. It wasn’t even a sunny day, so why was she wearing them?



“Of course! But you can’t open them! They’re for the Princess, after all!”



“Well we kind of have to open them. It’s our job,” I explained, though I didn’t think she understood.



“Ooh, I get it!” she shouted. “I’m sorry! You guys must be feeling left out, huh? I know! Just wait riiiight here!”



Before we could stop her, she leaped up into the air, and zoomed right past us, between our heads…An Earth Pony, jumped up, and dashed through the air. Not only that, but this was just a civilian, and a commoner, at that. And yet, she had completely broken past our security, as if it were nothing. Needless to say, this experience was left out of our report to the Captain.



Me and my partner turned around, and were about to charge in, when the same pink pony, now without her shades and fake moustache, burst through the doors, dropped something to the ground, and then ran back inside.



We both looked to the ground, and found two slices of chocolate cake at our hooves, and two cups of punch. I have to say, that was the most touching thing that had ever happened to me while on duty. Somepony actually cared about us lowly guards, and tried to include us in the festivities.



At the same time, that pony had rushed into the party where the Princess was, carrying presents that had yet to be examined. As we were about to charge in, another interruption came from behind us.



We both turned around to see a white Unicorn mare, with an air of elegance around her, and the most beautiful dress I had ever seen…Not just in Ponyville, but in Canterlot, too. Was this pony a noble? What were they doing here?



“Excuse me, may I please enter?” she asked. Her tone was also similar to the what one would expect from nobility.



I noticed the present on her back, and signalled for my partner to take care of the pink pony, whilst I took care of this one. “Name?” I asked her, returning to my previously cold persona.



“Rarity, and might I say it is rude for one to ask a lady her name before introducing oneself.”



Yep, definitely not somepony from Ponyville. She had to be from Canterlot, or Manehatten, at the very least. “I’ll need to examine your present before you can enter.”



The Unicorn sighed, and used her magic to levitate the present towards me. “I suppose, if you must…But do be careful, won’t you? It took me such a long time to make.”



I lowered my head and charged some magic into my horn. I began to tug at the ribbon, when a cough from the pony in front of me caused me to stop. She warned me to be careful – to not tear the ribbon by mistake. I sighed, and gently undid the ribbon. Once it was off, I lifted the lid of the box into the air, and looked inside.



Inside the box was a dress…And not just any dress. A dress fit for a Princess. I was genuinely surprised, and still am. Many dressmakers have tried this approach before; attend a party with the Princess as a guest of honour, and impress her by making her a custom dress. But this…This was the first one I had seen that actually looked fit for a Princess. Who was this mare?



I put the lid back on the box, fastened the ribbon back on, and allowed the pony entry into the party. At the same time, my partner came out, reporting that the pink pony was a friend of the Princess’, and that the Princess told him that she didn’t need to be searched.



That pink pony was a friend of the Princess’? Did that mean that she was one of those ‘Elements of Harmony’ ponies? One of the heroes of Equestria, who had defeated Nightmare Moon and Discord, and were our only hope should such villains rise again? That pony?



“Hey!” was the next word that I heard, which snapped me out of my thoughts, and directed my attention to a rather colourful Pegasus hovering in front of me. She had a blue coat, and a rainbow mane and tail. I knew exactly who this was: Rainbow Dash, the winner of the Best Young Fliers competition. Even if I wasn’t necessarily a fan of aerial sports, I had seen her in the newspaper, and such a colourful pony was hard to forget.



“So, is it, like, in your job description to just stand around, acting like statues?”



Actually, it was. As a Royal Guard, it is part of my duty to simply uphold the law, and act not on my own personal feelings, but on what those above me tell me. I have to view the world through neutral eyes, and as such, my expression must also remain neutral and professional.



“Ok 50 bits says I can make you change your expression!” I didn’t respond, and her smile grew wider. “Alright! Let’s shake on it!”



She landed and lifted her hoof of the ground. And then spat on it…And pointed it at me. Was this tradition in Ponyville? Did she honestly expect me to touch that hoof now? After a few seconds of silence, with me just staring at her, and her looking back with that big grin on her face.



“Alright! Let’s do this!” she shouted, jumping back into the air. I continued staring forward, trying not to follow her movements. She began to perform some movements in the air, flipping around and dashing back and forth so fast that it produced a rainbow trail. Impressive, but I still didn’t lose my focus…Too much.



Her next move was to try to make me and my partner laugh, by tickling our noses with her feathers. This was a little harder to beat, but we still managed to keep our composures. She then proceeded to make silly faces, which were far less amusing than she perhaps thought they were, and finished by pretending to throw a few punches our way, trying to provoke us into fighting her.



“…Pft, fine, you win,” she said sulkily, before entering the party. I already knew who she was, so I didn’t need to stop her to ask for her name.



Once she was inside, my partner and I finally had some time to relax, as nopony else came by for about the next thirty minutes. For the most part, the ponies we encountered from that point forth were admirers of the Princess, wanting to offer her a gift, or to simply see her. Naturally, we had our hooves full fending them off.



Once the party was over (about three hours later), we had to escort the Princess back safely to her chariot, keeping her many fans at bay with hard, cold glares. I hate this part of my job, but for the Princess’ safety, I have to play the bad pony.



Once we returned to Canterlot, I was given permission to take the rest of the day off. I decided to hit the gym for a bit, to work up an appetite before dinner. Not much happened there, other than me meeting an interesting pony, whose entire vocabulary seemed to consist of the word: “YEEEEEAH!”



Come dinner time, I had indeed worked up quite an appetite, and decided to try out that new restaurant that had just opened up not down the street from my house. What I saw there still shocks me even now: it was the Captain, but he wasn’t alone. That’s right; he was on a date! And with a Princess, no less! Princess Mi Amor…Something, she likes to be called ‘Cadance’ for short.



The two looked really happy together. They talked and laughed about many things, and started bickering about something halfway through their meal. I swear, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were already married!



Seeing them together really made me feel warm inside. It was love in its purest form…Yet, it also made me feel…Jealous? Depressed? Lonely…I have many friends within the Royal Guard, and even outside, but…I’ve never had a ‘special somepony’, and I guess seeing the two of them together like that, really made me aware of that fact.



But, I’m not going to dwell on it too much! After all, each day is special, and each day holds something new! I’m going to approach tomorrow with a smile on my face, and not worry too much about the here and now. So I’m alone right now? Then tomorrow, I’ll work towards finding that special somepony who makes my life complete!



Tomorrow’s my day off. I’ll ask my buddy Mordred for some tips. As long as I have my friends to help me out, I won’t let life get me down!



Well, that was my day. Signing out,



Galahad – Royal Guard, Private.
      

      
   
      Thoughts for the Future


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash was not a thinker.



She was the type of mare to throw herself into action without really thinking of the consequences. Letting her smarter or wiser friends do the thinking while she was right in the actions. 



She knows this, her friends knows this, and just about everyone she’s came across knows this.



Which made it all the stranger for the blue pegasus to find herself on a cloud, thinking. 



What was Rainbow Dash thinking off?



The future.



Rainbow Dash was the holder of one of the Elements of Harmony. She carried Loyalty, showing that she would never abandon anything. That was not without its trouble’s however. As it was Loyalty that was making her think about the future.



Would it be possible to be loyal to both her friends and her dream?



Rainbow Dash had known for quite some time that being a Wonderbolt wasn’t all fun and games. There was a harsh training regimen that not all of those accepted could stand. The blue pegasus had always been confident that she would be able to take the regimen, but now she was not so sure.



How would she be able to spend time with her friends during the training? If she couldn’t spend time with her friends, how could she be loyal to them? But if she took time out to keep visiting them, would she be loyal to the Wonderbolts and her dream?



These questions and many more kept circling around in her head. Rainbow Dash was unable to come to a conclusion, simply getting angry with herself. Having no desire to get up and fly, the blue-pegasus head up placing her head against the cloud and letting out a loud groan.



“Darling, are you alright?”



Dash’s head shot up and the sound of the voice, instantly recognizing it. Sure enough, as she peered down to the ground, there was a family white unicorn.



“Oh hey Rarity, don’t mind me. Just thinking about things and going nowhere.” If Rarity was surprised to hear that her athletic friend was thinking, she didn’t show it, simply asking.



“Perhaps talking to someone about them could help get your thoughts straight?” Rainbow Dash hesitated, asking for help or simply talking about her problems was not one of her strong points. Still, neither was thinking.



“I’m thinking about the future.” The blue pegasus said as she took of from her cloud, coming down to land next to the dressmaker. “I don’t know if it will be possible to stay loyal to both my dreams and my friends at the same time.”



“I can see why that would trouble you darling.” Rarity answered slowly, choosing her words carefully. “I have had similar thoughts myself.”



“Do you have an answer?” 



“Not an answer no, but a resolution.”



“Well, what is it?”



“Its come to my attention that most of my achievements have happened with the help of my friends. The same can be said about you as far as I know. The second sonic rainboom happened because you were trying to save my life, remember?”



“I remember, what about it?”



“I think that the Wonderbolts would allow you to stay in close contact with us, there isn’t any need for your dreams to pull you away from your friends. I cannot say for certain that this will happen. However, the future is uncertain, you can’t know what will happen. That should not stop people for aiming for their dreams with their friends by their sides.”



Rainbow Dash considered Rarity word’s for a few moments before breaking out into a smile.



“Thanks Rarity.”



“It was nothing dear.”



“Now if you excuse me, I’ve got some training to do!”



“Of course you are excused, good luck!”



“Thanks, good luck with your dress-making as well!” With those final words, Rainbow Dash shot up into the air. Her energy renewed. Rarity watched her zip away with a smile on her face before she began trotting her thoughts going towards the future as well. 



There are many things she desires, a successful, if not world-changing fashion career. A handsome gentlecolt to be her husband, perhaps a foal or two herself. Rarity knew though, that she would not give up her friends or family for her dreams.



Rainbow Dash, Twilight Sparkle, Applejack, Fluttershy, Pinkie Pie and herself were the bearers of the Elements of Harmony. Loyalty, Magic, Honesty, Kindness, Laughter and Generosity. Without the friendship between them however, the elements would be powerless. A strong bond with Rarity was confident would stand the test of time.  



The white unicorn hadn’t lost sight of her goals since she had made friends with them all, but she had grown as a person. Knowing that through dreams were important, friends were just as important. 



As Rarity approached the Carousel Boutique her ears perked up at the sounds of giggling. Smiling to herself, Rarity opened the door and was not too surprised when she found herself ambushed by three over-excited fillies.



“Got you!” Sweetie Belle exclaimed gleefully, as her friends kept Rarity pinned to the floor... well, she allowed them to pin her to the floor.



“Cutie Mark Crusaders ambushes is a success!” Scootaloo exclaimed gleefully, before she, Sweetie Belle and Applebloom got off Rarity and turned to look at their flanks. Groaning in disappointment as they remained blank.



“Sweetie, have you finished all your chores?” The white unicorn asked her sister as she stood up and began to re-arrange her mane.



“I did most of them, Spike should be just finishing them up, he took over so I could go and play with my friends.”



“Oh?”



“That’s right.” Rarity looked up to see the purple dragon standing in the doorway. “Twilight’s got her head stuck in a book again so I didn’t really have much to do. Its pretty much my job to do chores so it makes sense for me to do them right?” The white unicorn had to smile at his response. Spike was trying to put it off as nothing, but she knew he was just as playful as the Cutie Mark Crusaders and she knew that he had done the chores for her. 



“Thanks Spike.” Deciding that she needed a way to repay him for his Generosity without it coming across as repayment, she looked down to the three fillies surrounding her and suggested. “Why don’t we go to Sugercube corner? I’m sure the Cake’s need some tasters.”



“CUTIE MARK CRUSADER CAKES TASTERS!” The three shouted before scampering round the mare and running through the street, Spike chuckling at their enthusiasm.



“They are probably going to try and eat everything in the store.”



“Then how about we go and try to keep them in control?” Rarity suggested, stepping back through the door and holding it open with her magic.



“As long as I get to taste a cake or two myself.” The purple dragon soon left the building and started following the filles, leaving Rarity by herself.



The white unicorn glanced back into her shop, knowing that there was work waiting for her. Even so, she closed it with a smile. It was not everyday that she got to spend time with her sister’s friends. Even if they were so unladylike... plus she might have already found her gentlecolt.







Sometimes, problems took a long time to overcome or needed something bad to happen in order to drive the point home. Sometimes, the most powerful lessons are the smallest.



The future is uncertain and can be scary. This should not stop people aiming for the stars, for with friends by their side. Anything can be achieved.
      

      
   
      We All Love You


      

      
      
         A cup of flour added to the mix. A few sweet things, nothing sour. Pinkie's blue eyes stared down at the half full bowl of cupcake batter, a smile on her face. She giggled and placed a few more cupfuls of sugar into the batter. A cup of juice remained on top of an uncurled scroll, making sure that the scroll remained still. “These are going to be good!” Pinkie said, before the bowl was held in the air. Batter slowly dribbled from the bowl in a steady stream towards the cupcake pan. Since Pinkie was used to making cupcakes, it only took seconds for her to fill up the pan with perfect sizes of batter.

	Pinkie Pie opened up her nearby oven and placed the cupcake tin inside. She then worked her hooves around the knobs and buttons, which caused the oven to turn on and start its work. The pink pony turned around to look at the small mess she made from the ingredients and her right hoof pulled out a wet wipe, probably from thin air. She moved around the kitchen and pulled all of the sticky goo into the trash. After a few minutes, the clean kitchen placed an even bigger smile on the mare's face. After all, Rarity told her that it was polite to leave a kitchen cleaner than when it was used.








	Twilight Sparkle's eyes looked over the large amount of books that covered her desk. Her mind worked extra hard to try and figure out which book she wanted to give up. Today's letter from Princess Celestia asked her to find a book to give up to a young girl. Twilight didn't want to give up any of her books. But when the letter told her who the book was going to, she didn’t mind anymore. She bit her tongue a few times in thought, before her horn glowed to bring another book to her attention. “101 Jokes That Will Make Them Laugh” Twilight read. “Fantastic! A good book of jokes would help brighten up the girl!”

	Twilight brought her saddlebag over to herself with her magic before she opened one of the straps. Her hooves pushed the book into the bag, followed by locking the strap into place. She sorted out her checklist and made sure to leave time for her visit. Everything was in working order, and that made her happy. “I am ready to start the day!” Twilight said. The doors opened due to her magic and she stepped out into the world. She had to visit her five main friends and find out their plan. Celestia wouldn’t just send this letter to her. If it was this important, the letter was going to be sent to her friends as well.








	Applejack was one of the few to have a frown on her face that day. Her eyes looked over many apple trees in front of her. A saddlebag rested on her back, one particular scroll curled up and resting inside of it. Princess Celestia sent her the same letter as the one Twilight and Pinkie Pie got, with a few changes here and there. She wasn't sure what she should give towards the girl that she wanted to help. Pinkie was going to make cupcakes, so Applejack needed to think of something she could do. “Ah, darnit.” Applejack muttered to herself, “What am ah going to do?”

	Applejack looked towards the sky, as a bark met her ears. She smiled lightly as Winona walked over to her and rubbed her muzzle against Applejack's legs, twisting around them in a cry for attention. Applejack placed her right hoof onto the dog's ears and scratched her a few times. “Ah love you Winona, you know how ta make me feel better.” She said.

	The dog replied with a bark, and Applejack chuckled again. “I love you just like family.” She said. Applejack's scratching stopped and her eyes widened, before her smile widened. “I know what to do!” She exclaimed, as her left hoof moved to adjust her hat. “Time to call up on those favors!”








	Rarity's lips pushed against one another, a habit that she created whenever a dress was going to be made. Dress fabric was floating in the air, waiting to be used on the robe that Rarity was making. A light blue robe was softly laying down against a blank mannequin. Rarity had been working on this design all night, and was finally putting on the finishing touches. An older scroll was held down on her table, spread out by a hoof tack in each corner of the paper. Princess Celestia had sent Rarity's letter earlier than the others, since she knew that Rarity needed time for something to be made.

	The blue eyed pony smiled as she applied the last sapphire to the robe, and then showed off the light blue hospital robe in all of it's beauty. She brought it to the air, and examined every stitch and fold. It was perfectly made, and would be the perfect gift for the girl. “I can't wait to give this to her!” Rarity said out loud, as she brought a white hat to her head with her magic. “It's the least a lady can do.”








	Rainbow Dash soared through the sky, a smile on her face as her wings brought her to a group of clouds that needed to be cleared. She remembered the letter that Princess Celestia sent to her, along with Derpy's eventual crash into her house. After Rainbow gave Derpy a few bandages and sent her on her way, Rainbow picked up the letter. Princess Celestia asked her to clear out every cloud in a certain area surrounding a sick girl, so that the gifts provided to her would look even better with a shining sun in her room.

	Rainbow frowned slightly when she remembered Celestia's letter, and the unfortunate position that the girl was in. “Being sick is not awesome.” Rainbow said as she stepped on top of the clouds. One slight punch and a single cloud was gone. She moved throughout the group, pushing clouds aside or punching them away to make room for the sunlight. Rainbow looked down at the Ponyville hospital, where she was supposed to visit later. As much as she wanted to put a smile on that girl's face, it had to be a surprise. Princess Celestia told her so.








	Fluttershy slowly moved back and forth between the numerous animals in her room. Bears, rabbits, mice, cats, and all sorts of animals in between were standing in a circle around the shy pony. They were all completely clean after a bath and waiting for Fluttershy to make her decision. She was going to give up one of her animals as a pet for the girl that they were going to visit. Princess Celestia sent her a letter saying that Fluttershy had to visit the girl and provide all the comfort that she could. Fluttershy thought that if she could give an animal to a sick girl, they would become happier and get better.

	Fluttershy looked towards one of her rabbits. Angel was missing from the pack, since there was no way that she could give up her best bunny friend. Each animal smiled and Fluttershy bit her lip. A nearby cat moved over to Fluttershy's legs and slowly moved around them while she purred. Fluttershy smiled before she picked up the cat and placed a collar on her. “You are going to be such a good gift.” Fluttershy said, before she softly pushed the cat into a comfortable cage to hold the cat. She looked at a nearby clock and her eyes widened. “I have to go!” She said, her wings softly beating. She rushed out the door towards the Ponyville hospital.








	Six lips were individually bitten, as the main six stood outside a particular door. The student, the hard worker, the party pony, the shy pony, the fashion queen, and the loyal pony were all waiting for their nerves to calm down. After all, it was their job to make sure that the girl had the best day ever. Twilight didn't have a schedule for this, since she didn't have enough time to create one. She was the first to move towards the door. Her hoof pushed against the door knob, before she opened it and slowly stepped inside.

	Nurse Redheart looked up from the heart monitor and smiled, before pressing a hoof to her mouth to alarm the ponies that visitors had to be quiet. Twilight nodded her head before she waved her friends inside. The other five entered the room. Applejack looked through both sides of the hallway, before she entered and closed the door.

	Twilight Sparkle smiled as she looked towards the hospital bed.

	The girl's eyes slowly opened, and stared at the six new visitors. A smile moved across her face.

	“Hello there.” Twilight Sparkle said, as she stared into the eyes of the girl. “My name is Twilight Sparkle, it is very nice to meet you!”

	Twilight stuck her hoof out, allowing the girl to shake it before she moved it back onto the ground. She turned to her friends.

	Applejack was the next one to introduce herself, and she smiled. “Howdy partner! Mah name is Applejack.” She said while a bucket of apples was placed nearby the girl's bed. “Pleasure to meet you.”

	Pinkie smiled and placed a tray of fresh cupcakes onto the girl's end table. “My name is Pinkie Pie! I baked some cupcakes for you! I wanted to have this be a surprise for you, but I guess you found out already!” She exclaimed, and then giggled a few times.

	Rarity smiled and placed the hospital robe on top of the bedpost, making sure it hung perfectly before she introduced herself. “My name is Rarity, it is nice to meet you.” She said, before she took a step back. “We all brought you gifts.”

	Rainbow Dash nodded. “Yeah! We brought you gifts to show you how much we were thinking about you!” She said, before she placed a signed Wonderbolt ticket onto the girl's end table. It was Rainbow Dash's most prized possession, and she was giving it to the girl.

	Fluttershy nodded, and took a step forward, placing the cat cage at the bedside. “Yeah... Um... I hope you like my gift... I spent a long time trying to pick it out.” She said, somewhat terrified of the girl's possible remarks. So far however, there wasn't any.

	Twilight continued. “Princess Celestia sent my friends and I a letter, telling us how you were doing. After we found out, we wanted to meet you.”

	Pinkie nodded her head. “Yeah! After all, I know everypony in Ponyville! When they told me that you were transferred here from another city, I wanted to find out who you were and throw you a party to celebrate!” Pinkie motioned towards a cannon in the corner of the room where a green alligator was laying on top of it. The alligator's eyes were staring off into space, but it had the cannon's wick its mouth.

	Applejack nodded her head. “It's always nice to make new friends.” She added.

	“Yes it is. Darling, I must say, you look absolutely adorable!” Rarity added, and she brought the robe over to the girl. “Please try it on. I want to make sure that it is the right size.”

	While that was happening, Rainbow Dash looked outside to make sure that the clouds remained away from the sun. She then moved back to the girl and stretched her wings a small amount.

	Fluttershy moved closer to the girl and placed one of her hooves onto the girl's chest once she was snug and back in her bed, thgirl e sapphire robe perfectly fitting her body. “My friends and I wanted to keep you company for the day.” Fluttershy said in her small tone. “I got you a kitty cat. Do you want to see it?”

	Fluttershy's smile grew wider as the girl agreed, and she pulled the snow white cat out of her prison, before placing the cat onto the bed. The cat moved around the bed and pawed the blankets, before it fell asleep in the girl's legs.

	Applejack heard a knock at the door, and she moved over to the door. She opened it and poked her head out, followed by stepping outside. She closed the door behind herself.

	Twilight smiled as she brought her gift over to the girl, the previous joke book that she picked out. “I brought you a book to read. I'm sure you love books, since you are such a smart girl.” She said.

	Pinkie placed a cupcake into the girl’s hoof, and then smiled as parts of it were nibbled. The poor  probably had a few tests, and was not hungry. “You can have as many cupcakes as you want! I'll make more if you need more.” She said.

	Rarity was about to speak before the door to the room opened, and twenty ponies slowly walked into the room, forming a small crowd around the girl. Every major pony from Ponyville was in the room, and a bigger group remained outside in a single file line. The remaining five Elements of Harmony were surprised at the sudden amount of ponies. However nothing was more surprising than when Princess Celestia bowed her head and entered the room.

	The ponies in the room attempted to move to one knee, but Celestia waved their bow away. “Hello there, Kiki.” Princess Celestia said, a warm and motherly smile on her face. “I trust that my little ponies have given you a warm welcome?”

	Twilight Sparkle wanted to ask her teacher some questions over what was going on, but it seemed Celestia already knew. The princess moved to the side of the table and placed her arm around the gil, before she looked at the rest of the ponies in the room. “Kiki is a girl that has been fighting a sickness for some time. Some of her treatments can only be done in Ponyville, which is why she was moved here. Today, Kiki, we are not going to think about the treatments that you will have to take in the morning, or the pills that will make you feel better. Today, what matters is the ones who surround you, and care about you. Even if they just met you, the power of friendship is capable of creating the most powerful bonds, ones that can even defeat illnesses itself.”

	Princess Celestia turned her head down to Kiki, and placed a small kiss on the top of the girl's head. “Applejack gathered every pony in the hospital so that they could tell you how brave you are being, and how much we care about you. We will start now.”

	Celestia turned to Twilight Sparkle, whose face immediately turned red at being put on the spot. She moved up to the hospital bed and smiled down at the girl. “Kiki, this is the first time that I have met you, but I can already see the talent that is within you. Everypony in this room is capable of seeing it. Your voice is beautiful, and I would love to hear you sing when you pull through this. I got you a joke book as a gift, because I know a good laugh can help from time to time when the day is getting gloomy. Keep the book and tell me some jokes when you pull through, okay?” She asked, before Twilight smiled and took a step back.

	Pinkie was the next to speak. She slowed down her words a small amount to make sure that her speech wouldn't confuse anypony. After all, she was capable of talking really fast. “This is the first time that all of us have met you, Kiki! When everyone finishes their speech, I am going to fire up the party cannon! Anyway, I wanted you to know that you are one of the best humans ever! I mean, I know that illnesses can be mean, and it is hard to keep your chin up. But you have to giggle at the ghosties, okay? If any of the mean sickness tries to hurt you, remember how strong you are, and you will pull through!” Pinkie smiled and took a step back, noticing that Kiki didn't touch much of the muffins.

	Rainbow Dash smiled and stepped forward. “Kiki, you are probably one of the bravest people that I will ever know. I mean... You are holding up, and staying strong after everything that has come at you. This sickness is going to go away, all of us know it. I gave you my Wonderbolt ticket, because I always looked up to the Wonderbolts because they are fearless fliers who I want to join someday. But I realized, that you are the one who I should be looking up to. You are facing something dangerous, Kiki, and you aren't backing down. If there was an Element of Bravery, you would have it.” Rainbow said, and she smiled before stepping back.

	Rarity was next, and she stepped forward. “Darling, you remind me so much of my little sister. The two of you are young, not sure of your special talents yet, and you both have so much potential, like Twilight said. Darling, you are going to be alright. We are all going to watch you grow up to be a healthy woman, and whether you stay with us in Ponyville, or go back to where you came from, that doesn't matter to us. All that matters is that you get better. If you ever need anything from me, just let me know and I will bring it. The doctors have my address, and Princess Celestia can send me a message whenever. I hope you like your robe, shine on you beautiful diamond.” She said, before Rarity stepped back into the group, still smiling.

	Most of the ponies looked towards Fluttershy and she let out a small yelp in embarrassment, after having so many eyes on her. She took a few steps forward and looked at Kiki. A smile moved across her face as her fear disappeared. “The cat is already warming up to you.” Fluttershy noticed, the smile becoming slightly wider. “Cats can usually tell what kind of person they are near, Kiki. I'm sure this cat wants to stay with you forever, much like we all wish we could. Uhm... All of us love you Kiki, you are a kind and loving individual. I mean, what random girl gets surrounded by dozens of ponies and treats them with open hooves? Please get better Kiki.” She said.

	Applejack noticed that it was her turn and she smiled before she stepped forward. “Howdy partner. Ah wanted to tell you that I am proud of you. All of us are proud of you, for staying brave for all of this time. Ah know, tests and doctors can be scary, but you haven't denied a test yet. You kept going, with the tenacity-”

	“Gesundheit”

	“Of an apple farmer.” Applejack lifted her hat off of her head and placed it on top of Kiki's head. Applejack's mane looked slightly messed up from the hat, but she didn't care. “You are more brave and smart than most ponies I know around here. If anyone deserves to wear that hat, it's you.” She said. Applejack moved back into the group, and smiled as the breeze from the window chilled the top of her head. She could get used to it.

	Princess Celestia smiled and looked towards the group. “Now that the main six have given their speeches, is there any pony that would like to speak or give a gift?” She asked.

	A line formed, moving from the bed and out into the hallway. Princess Celestia smiled before she allowed the first pony to talk.








	An hour later, the line moved down to only a few more ponies, as each pony gave their speech and gift. Kiki's side of the room was full of gifts, to the point where the single file line was almost too big.

	Princess Celestia looked at the room as the last pony left. “Is there anypony else who wishes to say something?” She asked.

	Pinkie's eyes widened and she jumped up in the air before she moved to the door. “One sec!” She said, as she moved out of the hallway. A few minutes later, Pinkie came back with another human, somehow making his way into the story. He was wearing a pair of black dress slacks, a maroon red shirt with a black hat, and an apron. He had black hair, brown eyes, and a smile on his face. The fourth wall must have opened right when he got off of work. “I found the writer of the story!” She said, the largest grin on her face as she pulled the human over to the bed.

	“Woah.” The writer said, almost falling over from the pulling. “Calm down Pinkie. I don't know how you got me in here, but I'm glad that I am.”

	Pinkie looked to the writer and then at Kiki.

	The writer smiled and looked at Kiki, before he cleared his throat. He seemed to be having trouble finding his words, probably because there was a small stream of tears moving down his face. “Kiki, what I am going to say has probably been said by the other ponies, but I just wanted you to know, that someone like you is too good for sickness to get the better of you. You are one of the best girls I have ever heard of. You are brave, cute, you have a family that will always love you, and every brony in the world wants to see you grow up and become a healthy woman. We love you Kiki, we always will. Every human, pony, and anything in between loves you. We will continue to show you the friendship that we can deliver. I'm sure you know as well as I do, that friendship is magic. I'll try to visit sometime, I want to see that smile with my own eyes. Get well Kiki, and stay strong.”
      

      
   
      A Party for kiki


      

      
      
         A Party for Kiki



Kiki sat in front of the TV, flipping through the channels. It didn’t take long for her to find something to watch. There playing on the screen was her favorite show in the world: My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic. Ever since she saw her first episode, Kiki loved watching the six pony friends go on great adventures, solve problems, and most importantly have fun. She especially like unicorn Twilight Sparkle who was learning the value of friendship.



“Another one over,” Kiki said with a sigh as the credits rolled, signaling the end of the episode. “I wish I could go to Ponyville and meet Twilight and her friends.”



No sooner had she said this, Kiki saw a purple ball of energy, growing bigger by the second. Then the ball vanished, and in its place stood none other than Twilight Sparkle. 



“Hello there,” the unicorn said, “I’m Twilight Sparkle. What’s your name?”



“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Kiki,” the girl said, “How did you find me?”



“Well I was trying out a spell to listen to wishes. That’s when I heard your wish to meet me and my friends. I didn’t expect that I’d be meeting a non-pony though. Anyway, are you ready?”



“Ready for what,” Kiki asked still coping with the fact that her favorite pony was standing there and talking with her.

 

“To go to Ponyville,” Twilight said with a giggle, “That’s what you wished for, right?”



“You mean, you can take me to Ponyville for real?”



“Sure I can! I got here from Ponyville, so bringing you back with me shouldn’t be a problem.”



“I’d love to go,” Kiki said, barely able to contain her excitement.



“Ok then,” Twilight said, “All you have to do is sit close to me and I’ll teleport you there. It may feel a little strange, but you should be ok.”



Kiki immediately sat next to Twilight as the unicorn’s horn began to glow purple. 



“Are you ready,” Twilight asked.



“Ready!”



A purple ball appeared and enveloped the two. Then in a flash, the two were gone. The two reappeared a few seconds later on the second floor of the library.

 

“Are you ok,” Twilight said as she stood up. 



“I feel a little tingly, but I think I’m ok,” Kiki said trying to get her bearings.



“Well, welcome to the Ponyville Library, Kiki!”



Kiki looked around the room at the multitude of books that she saw. She couldn’t believe that she was finally at the place that she saw so many times from the show. 



“This is so cool,” she said looking around the room at all the different things, “I can’t wait to see the rest of Ponyville!” 



“Well, I have a surprise for you then,” Twilight said with a smile.

 

“A surprise,” Kiki said, “What is it?”



“If I told you then it wouldn’t be a surprise,” the unicorn said with a little wink, “Close your eyes and you’ll get the surprise really soon.” 



Kiki closed her eyes and waited for Twilight’s instructions. 



“Ok now, I’m going to lead you downstairs. Just follow what I say and I promise you won’t bump into anything, ok?”



“Ok,” Kiki said as she waited for Twilight’s instructions. 



After a few moments of Twilight helping her down the stairs safely, Kiki waited for further information from the unicorn. 



“Ok Kiki. Open your eyes!”



Kiki opened them and was greeted by the first floor decorated with tons of streamers, balloons, games, food, and drinks. And there standing to greet her were none other than Twilight’s five best friends. 



“Surprise,” they all yelled as they went over to greet the girl. 



“Howdy there. Mah name’s Applejack. Ah’ run Sweet Apple Acres in Ponyville. Pleasure to meet you Kiki!”

With that, the orange pony took Kiki’s hand and shook it.



“Oh… hello there. I’m Fluttershy. It’s really nice to see a… um… human here. I take care of the animals in Ponyville”



The yellow Pegasus stood there awkwardly for a moment, before returning back to the group.



“Darling, it is an honor to meet you. My name is Rarity, manager of Carousel Boutique.” 



With a graceful bow, she returned to the others.



“Hi there Kiki! The name’s Rainbow Dash, future Wonderbolt and the most awesome Pegasus in all of Ponyville!”



With that, Rainbow Dash flew around the room and then flew back to where her friends were standing.



“Hi there! I’m Pinkie Pie, the number one party planning pony! I made this party just for you! Well, of course my friends helped me, but still, were you excited?”



“I was very surprised,” Kiki said, “Thanks for having me.”



“Alright Kiki,” Twilight said, “Enjoy your party!”



And enjoyed the party Kiki did!



She spent hours playing games, listening to music, dancing, and enjoying delicious food. She also made it her mission to get to know each of the ponies at the party. It was a wonderful time for her to get meet so many friendly ponies that before she had only seen on TV or in a toy form. Now she could laugh, talk, play and have fun with them. 



“Alright everypony,” Twilight said to her friends and Kiki, “I think it’s time for Kiki to return home.”



“Awwww! Can’t she stay,” Pinkie said in protest. 



“Pinkie, she needs to go back to where she lives. Her parents and sister will miss her if she stays.



“Will I ever see you all again,” Kiki said, wondering if this was the only time she would ever get to meet the ponies she loved so much. 



“Of course you will,” Twilight said, “You can come to Ponyville at any time.”



“Next time ah’ want to show you Sweet Apple Acres,” Apple jack said, “Ah’ can introduce you to the whole family there and you can pick apples.”



“You can come to my cottage and meet the animals,” Fluttershy said softly, “That is, if you want to.”



“I can show you the Boutique and make you a lovely dress dear,” Rarity said.



“It would be awesome to hang out with you so you can see my awesome stunts I’m practicing,” Rainbow Dash said.



“Ooooh! You can make cupcakes with me,” Pinkie said, “Of course you have to eat some after making them, because that’s the whole fun of baking!”



“And I can show you my library and my magic,” Twilight.



“Thanks for the great party and meeting all of you,” Kiki said. 



The five friends then encircled her and gave her a big hug as they said their goodbyes. They then stepped back as Twilight stood next to Kiki.



“Alright ponies, I’ll be back soon,” Twilight said. 



With a glow of her horn she and Kiki were surrounded in a purple ball and disappeared from the library. 



Twilight then reappeared with the girl back at the house. 



“Ok Kiki,” Twilight said, “Did you have a great time in Ponyville?”



“It was the best day ever for me, Kiki replied as she hugged the unicorn, “Thanks for everything!”



“You’re welcome. Whenever you want to come back to visit, all you have to do is make a wish and I’ll find you.”



With their last goodbye Twilight teleported away, leaving Kiki with a smile on her face at being able to meet all the ponies she loved. All it took was one wish to make her dreams come true for new adventures and new friends!



The End!
      

      
   
      Always There in Your Heart


      

      
      
         	“Now just relax, it'll be okay,” the orange mare reassured.



	“If you say so,” Applebloom said, the filly tucking herself in for the night, a worried look on her face.



	It was evening once again at Sweet Apple Acres. The sun sank below the western hills as the sky turned a dull purple and red. The first stars began to poke their way out of the blackening sky as the thin clouds spread out through the heavens. It was time for everything that lived to go to sleep for the night.



	Some, however, were a bit reluctant to.



	“I do say so,” Applejack chuckled. “so just take it easy.”



	Applejack noticed her sister having nightmares a few days ago, and the thought worried her. Every morning, Applebloom would come down to breakfast looking tired and worried, like she'd barely slept a wink during the night. Her grades in school hadn't been well either since this started, nor had she been out and about with her friends as much. The bad dreams seemed to take the life out of the young pony.



	“Just ain't right for a filly to have so many bad dreams...” the older mare thought as she turned out the light.



	“Goodnight, sis,” the mare spoke.



	“Applejack, wait!” Applebloom called as she sprung back out of bed. 



	“Now Applebloom, y'all gotta get to sleep,” Applejack said, sounding a bit serious. “I know those nightmares have been tough on you lately, and I really do feel bad that you're going through 'em, but if you don't get to sleep you'll be too tired to do anything.”



	The filly knew her sister didn't mean to sound harsh, but the thought of another nightmare made her afraid.



	“Besides,” her big sister continued, “the best way to get over a fear is to try to work your way through it, and that's the honest truth.”



	“But how can I do it all on my lonesome?” 



	“You're never alone in it, Applebloom,” Applejack reassured. “You've got your friends and family with you. Even if you can't see us, we're right there in your heart whenever you need us.”



	The filly smiled slightly as she eased herself back into her bed.



	Applejack nodded to her sister as the bedroom door closed. As the room went dark, Applebloom tried to relax in her bed, the filly slowly but surely falling asleep.








	Applebloom's eyes opened as the dull mist and a dark forest appeared around her. 



	“Where am I?” the filly thought, her wide eyes looking around through the trees.



	A slow wind began to pick up as trees above groaned slightly. Applebloom felt her heart race as memories of last night came to her. The young filly stood up and ran, bolting into the forest as the wind began to pick up around her.



	“Not again, not again!” she thought as she ran, trying to get away from the wind.



	Applebloom felt a slight burst of pain go through her forehead. Looking up she found she'd run into a large stone in the middle of her path. As she stared at it, the stone seemed like it was growing, spreading out in all directions. As the stone became a wall the wind began move again, rushing out of the forest towards the cornered filly.



	She screamed as the wind approached, her cries muffled by the howl of the air around her. As the rushing wind approached, Applebloom cringed and waited for the worst... but oddly enough, nothing happened. The wind had stopped.



	The frightened filly looked back at the path behind her. Standing there was a familiar sight, the orange coat of a grown mare, her flank adorned by three red apples, and a brown stetson hat atop her head.

	“Sis?” Applebloom murmured.



	“Like I said,” Applejack spoke, “I'm right there in your heart when you need me.”



	Applebloom hugged her sister tightly as the stone wall around them fell away. 



	“I thought I'd was a goner for sure,” Applebloom sobbed. 



	“Don't worry, that much of it's done and done,” the mare said, “but it ain't all over just yet. That mean ol' wind just doesn't want to give up yet.”



	“Can't you just stop it again?” the filly asked.



	“Nope, I could only do that once,” the older pony replied. “You're gonna have to stop it yourself this time.”



	“But... but how? I-it's just so scary and loud and...”



	The air began to stir as the dull leaves of the trees rustled about them.



	“You'll be fine, I promise, “Applejack assured, “and you known darn well I never lie about promises.”



	Nervously, the filly stood up, never wanting to look away from her sister. The wind around them began to howl again, and soon the blast of wicked air raced through the darkened trees towards them. Applebloom inched forward, her legs slightly stiff with fear as she shuffled away from Applejack's embrace. 



	“You can do it!” her sister called out to her. “I'm not the only one who thinks that either!”



	“Yeah! Show that mean wind who's boss!” two small voices piped up.



	Applebloom looked back and saw her a pair of fillies beside her sister.



	“Sweetie Belle! Scootaloo!” the farm filly said.



	“Go get 'em, dearie!” an old mare yelled.



	“Eeyup!” a deep voiced stallion added.



	“Granny Smith, Big Macintosh, you too?” Applebloom breathed, small tears beading up in her eyes. “Y'all really think I can win?”



	Her loved ones nodded, a confident look on their faces.



	Applebloom felt warm inside as she felt their confidence flow into her. Turning around, the filly glared at the wind echoing through the trees, walked forward, and as hard as she could stamped the ground below her.



	“Now you listen up, you big, mean, bag of hot air!” Applebloom shouted against the wailing breeze. “This is my dream, and I say what goes 'round these parts! And now I'm telling you, get out!”



	As quickly as it came, the wind stopped, the noise vanished, and the trees stopped shaking. Applebloom looked around, and to her surprise the forest had changed. The trees weren't twisted and creepy, but instead were straight and tall, each branch bearing ripe red apples and broad green leaves. Fireflies danced about in the air, and the sky was crystal clear as each star began to shine down like a lantern's glow. 



	“I did it! I did it!” Applebloom cheered, running over to her friends and family.



	The group cheered too, happy that the filly had finally overcome the fear that had chased her night after night. Applejack wrapped her little sister in a hug, the farm pony putting her hat atop Applebloom's head. 



	“Nice work, sis,” Applejack spoke with pride. “Never doubted you for a second.”



	Applebloom felt relieved, and proud. The nightmare was over, and she had beaten it. The filly felt her eyes grow heavy as the dream around her began to fade. With a smile, she felt her eyes close and the real world begin to call her back from her slumber...








	“I wonder if she's gonna be okay today,” Applejack said to her brother. “Those nightmares have been buggin' her something fierce.”



	“Eeyup,” Big Macintosh replied.



	“Applejack! Big Macintosh!” a filly's voice echoed down the stairs. “I did it! I did it!”



	Applebloom bolted down the stairs as she saw her siblings waiting in the kitchen for her. 



 	“Whoa, simmer down there, partner,” the orange mare said. “Now what's going on?”



	“I did it! I beat back that mean ol' dream!” Applebloom beamed. “A-and you were there! And Big Macintosh, and Granny Smith, and my friends too! Y'all were right there like you said you'd be!”



	“Glad to hear you beat your fears, sis,” the farm mare grinned as she hugged her sister. “See, what'd I tell you?”



	“Everyone was there. I saw all of you in my dream, and you helped me get past that nightmare,” the filly said, returning her sister's hug. 



	“Just like I told you,” Applejack replied, “we're right there in your heart when you need us.”



	“Always will be too,” Big Macintosh added. 



	The three laughed as they sat down for breakfast. The new day had begun for all of them and the nightmares were over. From that day on, Applebloom remembered that her friends and family were always there and cheering for her, and even though she might not be with them in the same place, all she had to do to find them was look in her heart.
      

      
   
      Lessons in Friendship


      

      
      
         The day started out like many other days in Ponyville.  The sun was shining, the citizens of Ponyville were going about their daily tasks, and Twilight Sparkle and her friends were gathered together in the library.



However, the day was anything but typical. The friends had all gathered to celebrate because Twilight had just learned her one hundredth spell.  Pinkie Pie set up the party through the use of her party cannon and everypony else brought presents.  The friends could hardly wait to see what Twilight was going to show them.



After a bit of cupcakes, punch, games and laughter, Twilight was ready to show off her new spell.  

“Ok, everypony.  For my one hundredth spell, I will summon Philomena, Princess Celestia’s phoenix, from the Royal Canterlot Gardens.”



“Whoa!” said Rainbow Dash, Pinkie Pie and Apple Jack at the same time.



“That’s simply amazing, darling,” Rarity whispered in awe.



“It won’t hurt poor Philomena will it? And Princess Celestia does know about this, doesn’t she?”  Fluttershy asked timidly.



“The Princess agreed to this months ago, and Philomena will be just fine,”  Twilight reassured her friends.



With that, everypony  fell silent and Twilight’s horn began to glow as she bowed her head and concentrated on her spell.  She whispered the words so softly that her friends could not hear them.  As she was about to say the last word, something large and orange flew threw the window and smacked into Twilight.  The spell was broken and the room suddenly became dark.



There was the sound of a chuckle.  A laugh that they all knew well.  Nopony dared to move.



“Uh oh,”  Twilight mumbled.



As the light suddenly came back to the room, the ponies fears were confirmed.  There, in the middle of the library, floated Discord.  



“My, my.  If it isn’t Twilight Sparkle and her Elements of Harmony friends.  It seems you have gone and, oops, messed up a summoning spell.  Instead of the princess’s bird, you summoned me,”  Discord laughed.



Then, he looked down at himself.   His lower half was missing.  



“Well, ok.  You only managed to summon half of me,” he said flatly.

“But it’s still enough of me to get a little revenge for having turned me to stone again.”



“Ok, girls.  Let’s hurry to Canterlot to get the Elements of Harmony and defeat Discord once again,”  Twilight commanded.



Discord let out a laugh.  “I’m afraid that won’t work, my little ponies.  You see, the shield that you set up to contain your spell  within the library is still in place.  That means that things can enter, but not leave.  And dissolving the spell won’t work until you’ve defeated me.  And you can’t defeat me without the Elements.  I guess we are all stuck here forever.”



“Forever?” squeaked Pinkie in a panicked voice.



“No, way.  I’m not letting you cause chaos again!” shouted Rainbow Dash as she charged forward.



“That’s right!”  everypony else shouted together.



“Oh, this ought to be interesting,” chuckled Discord.








Meanwhile, in the middle of Ponyville Park, the Cutie Mark Crusaders were gathered.



“Did anypony see were that last one landed?” shouted Scootaloo from the side of a wooden catapult.



“Well, it didn’t hit the target,” Sweetie Belle shouted back from behind a large piece of wood with a bull’s eye painted on it.  



“Ah think that one flew clear outta Ponyville,” said Apple Bloom, as the three friends gathered together.



“Not one of them hit the target,”  Sweetie Belle sighed sadly.



“Aw, man.  I guess we WON’T be getting our Cutie Marks in Pumpkin Chucking after all,” Scootaloo said angrily.



They all looked at their still blank flanks and sighed with disappointment.



“I guess we should clean up and return this thing to Big Mac,”  Sweetie Belle said sadly.







A few moments later, the mess was gone and the Cutie Mark Crusaders were busy hauling their small catapult back in the direction of Sweet Apple Acres.



“Hey.  Ya all see that?”  Apple Bloom stopped suddenly and pointed a hoof toward a cluster of bushes.



The other two ponies, who had crashed into her, peeked around her.



“Why would Rainbow Dash put a thunder cloud there?”  asked Scootaloo.



“And why do I hear Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon’s voices, and crying,”  Sweetie Belle mumbled suspiciously.



“Some poor pony’s getting’ teased by them two an’ we need to help,”  Apple Bloom said confidently.



“The Cutie Mark Crusaders are on a mission to help,”  they all shouted as they charged forward, leaving the catapult on the side of the path.



The three fillies burst through the bushes. 



“Stop bein’ so mean to that pony!” shouted Apple Bloom.



“Yeah! Leave her alone!” added Sweetie Belle.



Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon jumped back in surprise. The Cutie Mark Crusaders quickly moved in between them and the crying pony.



“Oh, look. It’s the blank flanks,”  Diamond Tiara sneered.



“They’re even weirder than this weirdo,”  snickered Silver Spoon.



“We are SO out of here,”  Diamond Tiara said in a snobby voice.  She then turned quickly with her nose in the air.



“Yeah.  We’re out of here,”  Silver Spoon said as she copied her friend.



The two snobby ponies walked away.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders turned around to see a very odd looking pony wiping her eyes and standing in a small puddle of tears.  She was light purple with a purple and white mane and tail.  Her eyes looked like purple swirls, and her cutie mark looked like a baseball and a screw.  The strange pony also wore a cap with a propeller attached to it; and above that, a small thunder cloud seemed to be hovering.



“Are you ok?”  asked Scootaloo.



“I am, now.  Thanks,”  said the strange pony.



“That’s good!” said Scootaloo.  



“I’m Sweetie Belle, and these are my friends, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo,”  Sweetie Belle pointed to each of them.



“What’s yer name, an’ why are ya so upset?” asked Apple Bloom.



The other pony gave a small smile, “I’m Screwball,” she then sighed sadly, “Since the day Discord created me, I’ve been traveling throughout Equestria, trying to make friends.  But I have no idea how friendship works.”



“We’ll be your friends!”  Sweetie Belle said cheerily.



“An’ we’ll teach ya all about friendship too,”  Apple Bloom said with a huge smile.  “It’s real easy”.



The pony named Screwball smiled, and the Cutie Mark Crusaders noticed that the thunder cloud hovering over her head had lightened a little.



“I know who can help us to teach you about friendship; Rainbow Dash, the Element of Loyalty,”  Scootaloo announced proudly, as she led the way to the spot under Rainbow Dash’s house.



“Rainbow Dash!  Hey!  Rainbow Dash!”  Scootaloo shouted from beneath the cloud house.  When there was no answer, she shrugged and looked at the others for ideas.



Suddenly, they all heard the voices of Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon again.  They were talking to Peppermint Swirl.



“Why do you still hang out with the ‘Blank Flanks’ when you already have a cutie mark,” asked Diamond Tiara rudely.



“You should hang out with cooler ponies like us,” said Silver Spoon.



“I would much rather hang out with them because they are TRUE friends,” Peppermint Swirl said confidently, “And their names are not ‘Blank Flank’.”



With that, Peppermint Swirl, who had noticed the Cutie Mark Crusaders, smiled and waved to them.  The Cutie Mark Crusaders smiled and waved back.



“And THAT was a perfect example of Rainbow Dash level loyalty!” Scootaloo said with a huge smile.



“So, part of friendship is loyalty,” Screwball said thoughtfully.  “I think I’ve got it.  Friendship is made up of many parts, and you need all of the parts to really make it work.  Right?”



The Cutie Mark Crusaders all stared at Screwball in amazement.



“That’s exactly right,” said Apple Bloom.



“Wow. You’re really smart,” added Sweetie Belle.



“You’d be Miss Cheerilee’s favorite,” mumbled Scootaloo.



Screwball’s smile grew a little bigger, and the thunder cloud over her head grew smaller and whiter.



“So what part of friendship can I learn next?” Screwball asked excitedly.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders thought for a moment.



“I know,” chirped Sweetie Belle “we can visit Fluttershy; the Element of Kindness.”



The others agreed, and they all trotted quickly over to Fluttershy’s house.








Meanwhile, back at the library, things were turning into chaos.  A large cotton candy cloud hovered near the ceiling and was covering the room in chocolate milk.  Spike was hiding behind a curtain.  The top half of Discord was resting on top of the pony head statue.  Five out of the six ponies were sliding around the room, trapped in bubbles.  The only pony who could seem to fight was Rainbow Dash.



“Alright, Discord.  Put ‘em up!”  Rainbow Dash growled as she hovered, shaking her front hooves at him.



“Oh, I’m so scared.  Rainbow Dash the softy is going to hit me with an unhoofacured hoof,” Discord said sarcastically.



“How’d you know about that?  You were trapped in stone!”  Rainbow Dash said angrily.



“I may have been trapped in stone, but I could still hear,” Discord said in a bored voice.  “I learned a lot from listening to the Ponyville youth on their field trips to Canterlot.”



“That story reached Canterlot!?” Rainbow Dash squeaked in a panicky voice, her face red with embarrassment.



“Oh, don’t worry, my dear Rainbow Dash,” Discord chuckled.  “I’m here to help you get over your fear of hoofacures.”



With a wave of his eagle claw, Discord created a flying, pony sized hoof file.



“Ack!  Get it away!” Rainbow Dash shouted, as she flew around the room.



The flying hoof file chased Rainbow Dash around and around in dizzying circles, while Discord merrily laughed.








A short time later, the four fillies arrived at Fluttershy’s door, out of breath from trotting.  After knocking loudly several times, there was still no answer.  The four friends then decided to check the animal pens in the back yard.



They looked around, but all they could see were Fluttershy’s animals.



They walked up to Angel, who had a huge basket beside him.  He was trying to pull carrots out of the ground to fill the basket, but the carrots weren’t cooperating.



“Hi, Angel.  Is Fluttershy here?” asked Scootaloo.



The little white rabbit shook his head.  He then put his front paws together like he was holding a book and then pointed in a direction.



“Oh.  Ah get it.” said Apple Bloom, “Fluttershy’s at Twilight’s”.



Angel smiled and nodded.



“Those carrots sure are being stubborn for you, and that basket’s really big,” Scootaloo said thoughtfully.



Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom caught on to what Scootaloo was trying to say.  “Can we help?” they  asked together.



Angel nodded gratefully.



Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo got to work.  Screwball watched them for a moment before joining in.  The four fillies were working hard to pull up the carrots and fill the basket, but they were having fun.  Before they knew it, the basket was full.



“Where do you want the basket?” asked Scootaloo.



Angel pointed at his nose, then jumped around like a cheerleader.



“Um, happy?” guessed Scootaloo.



“Cheer?” guessed Sweetie Belle.



“Ah know!” shouted Apple Bloom.  “You need to take it to Miss Cheerilee!”



Angel smiled and nodded.



“We’ll take it!” shouted the Cutie Mark Crusaders happily.



Screwball helped Sweetie Belle place the basket onto Apple Bloom and Scootaloo’s backs.  They helped to keep the basket steady as they all slowly made their way to Cheerilee’s house.  As they came around to the front of Fluttershy’s house, they nearly ran into Cheerilee.



“Oh, hi there, girls.  Were you all helping Angel to gather those carrots and deliver them to me?” Cheerilee said politely.



“Yes, ma’am, Miss Cheerilee,” grinned Apple Bloom.

The four fillies helped to place the basket onto Cheerilee’s back.



“Why that is very kind of all of you.  I’m sure Fluttershy, being the Element of Kindness, would be very pleased right now,”  Cheerilee said confidently.



“Thank you, Miss Cheerilee,” said Sweetie Belle.  “We’re trying to help teach our new friend Screwball what friendship is made of.  We’ve already shown her Loyalty and Kindness.”



“Well, you fillies are doing a wonderful job.  Keep up the good work,” said Cheerilee, as she waved and walked off.



The four fillies all smiled at each other as they thought of where to go next.



“Pinkie Pie!” the Cutie Mark Crusaders suddenly shouted together.



As they all made their way to Sugar Cube Corner, Screwball’s smile grew a little bigger.  The cloud over Screwball’s head became even smaller and whiter.








At the library, Rainbow Dash was still being chased around by the flying hoof file.  Discord was making a book fly like a bird, while slurping the words like spaghetti off of another.  Twilight, Apple Jack, Rarity and Pinkie Pie were still sliding around the floor, trapped in their bubbles.  Twilight and Rarity had tried casting spells, but they hadn’t worked.  Apple Jack bucked as hard as she could, but nothing happened.  Fluttershy’s bubble, however, suddenly popped on it’s own.



Fluttershy hovered timidly in front of Discord.



“You’re going to stop being a big meany and go back to your statue right now, mister,” Fluttershy said in a soft, but stern voice.



“My dear, Fluttershy.  I’m afraid your famous stare has no affect on me,” Discord said, pretending to be sad.  “you see, I am chaos, after all”.



Fluttershy, panicking because her stare didn’t work, locked her wings to her sides and crashed to the floor.



“Oh my, it seems I’ve gone and scared you.  Just like that big dragon in the mountain,”  Discord continued pretending to be sad.



Fluttershy gasped.



“Yes. I heard about that too,” Discord laughed.  “But I think I can help you with your fear of dragons.”



With a wave of his lion paw, Discord made several books fly off the shelves behind him.  As they flew around him, they clumped together and transformed into a smoke breathing dragon that stood two ponies high.



Fluttershy’s eyes grew huge with fear.



“Eek!” she shrieked and hid behind the curtains with Spike.








The Cutie Mark Crusaders and their new friend entered Sugar Cube Corner.



“Hi, Mister and Misses Cake.  Is Pinkie Pie here?” asked Scootaloo.



“Sorry, girls.  She said she had something very important to do and wouldn’t be back for a bit,”  said Misses Cake sweetly.



“Oh.  We were hoping she could help us to teach our friend, Screwball, about the Element of Laughter,” Sweetie Belle said sadly.



“Sorry again, girls.  But I don’t think we could be of much help with that,” said Misses Cake.



Just then, the doors from the kitchen flew open.  Pound Cake dashed through the air with a bowl of cake batter in his hooves, dripping it all over the floor.  Next came a floating Pumpkin Cake, with a spoon in her mouth and her horn glowing.  She was chasing her brother, trying to get more of the batter.  They were followed by Mister Cake, who was trying to catch them both, and slipping on the cake batter.  A surprised Misses Cake ran out from behind the counter to join the chase.  She quickly found herself spinning and sliding into Mister Cake, just as he caught hold of the twins’ tails.  They all spun around and landed, in a heap, against a cabinet.  A large bag teetered on the top of the cabinet, then crashed down on them, covering them all in flour.



The Cakes stared at each other, trying to figure out what had just happened.



“Again! Again!” laughed the twins.



The Cakes couldn’t help laughing at themselves.



The four fillies fell on the floor, laughing.



“Ah think ya showed us after all!” laughed Apple Bloom.



“I guess we did,” laughed Misses Cake.  “Pinkie Pie would be proud of us for showing you girls the Element of Laughter.”



Mister Cake nodded.



“Do you need some help cleaning up?” asked Sweetie Belle, still laughing.



“Thank you, girls.  But we’ve got this,” said Mister Cake.



As the four friends walked outside, they thought about where to go next. 



“We should visit my sister, Rarity.  She can teach you all about the Element of Generosity,” Sweetie Belle said proudly.



As they made their way to Carousel Boutique, Screwball’s smile grew even wider.  The cloud that hovered over her, shrank and lightened even more.








Meanwhile, back at the library, Rainbow Dash was still darting around; trying to avoid the flying hoof file.  Fluttershy was still cowering behind the curtain with Spike, while the book dragon growled and puffed smoke at them from the other side.  Twilight, Rarity and Apple Jack were trying to think of some way to break out of their constantly sliding bubbles.  Pinkie Pie, who seemed to be having fun, noticed that her bubble suddenly popped right in front of Discord.



“Hey!  I was enjoying that,”  said Pinkie with a pout.

“My dear, Pinkie Pie; the Element of Laughter.  You always know how to make your friends laugh,”  Discord said in a cheery voice.



“That’s true,”  chirped Pinkie Pie.



“Why, just the sound of your voice brightens many a pony’s day,”  Discord continued merrily.



“Yep.  That’s true too,”  Pinkie giggled.



“Yes,”  Discords voice suddenly sounded sad,  “and what a pity it would be if you couldn’t do that any more”.



Discord snapped his fingers.



“That’s true too,”  Pinkie said sadly.



Just then, Pinkie noticed that the sound of her voice came from Discord’s hand.  At the sight of Pinkie’s confused look, Discord opened his hand.  Pinkie saw her mouth, with little chicken legs, jump up and start running around the room.  She stared at the running mouth as she brought a hoof to her face.  Where her mouth should have been, was just a smooth surface.



Pinkie gave a panicked shriek,  “Eek!  My mouth!  It’s running away!”



The sound came from the mouth on the other side of the room, where the mouth was running around like a chicken.



Pinkie ran and tried to catch it, but she only slipped and spun around.



“Oh, my.  This is becoming quite amusing,”  chuckled Discord.








“Rarity!  Hey, Rarity!”  Sweetie Belle shouted as the four fillies burst through the door of the Carousel Boutique.



There was no answer from Rarity.  Instead, they heard Opal, Rarity’s cat, give a sad  “Meow.”



“What’s wrong, Opal,”  asked Scootaloo, careful not to get within swiping distance of the cat’s claws.



The cat pointed to her favorite toy mouse, which was lying on one of Rarity’s sewing table, awaiting repairs.



“Ah, think she’s bored an’ wants her mouse,”  said Apple Bloom.



“Aw.  We’re sorry, Opal, but we’re not very good at sewing things.  We don’t know how to fix your mouse,”  Sweetie Belle sadly told the cat.



Opal suddenly jumped onto the table.  But, instead of touching the mouse, she began to bat at the propeller on the top of Screwball’s cap.



Screwball noticed that the cat seemed to be having fun.



“Here, you can play with it,”  Screwball said as she placed her cap on the table next to Opal.



For several long minutes, Opal batted away at the propeller and purred loudly.

Then, she jumped down and rubbed against Screwball’s legs, before jumping back up and playing again.



“If you like it that much, you can keep it,”  Screwball said with a giggle.



“We didn’t have to teach you anything,”  said Scootaloo.



Screwball looked at them questioningly .



“Ya just showed us ya already know all about bein’ generous,”  Apple Bloom said as she pointed to Opal and the cap.



“My sister, Rarity, would be really impressed,”  laughed Sweetie Belle, “and it’s not easy trying to impress her.”



Screwball smiled widely.



The fillies thought for a moment.



“Ah know,”  shouted Apple Bloom,  “we outta head to my place an’ see my sister Apple Jack.  She can teach ya all about the Element of Honesty.”



As the four fillies trotted happily towards Sweet Apple Acres, they all noticed the cloud over Screwball’s head.  It was only the size of a pillow, and so thin that they could see right through it.  However, it was no longer turning white.  Instead, it was turning pink.








Back at the library, things were slowly becoming more chaotic.  Rainbow Dash was still dodging the hoof file.  Fluttershy was still hiding from the book dragon.  Pinkie Pie was still chasing her chicken legged mouth.  Twilight and Apple Jack were still trying pop their bubbles.  Rarity, however, found her bubble popped as she slid past Discord and crashed into the party table, covering herself in punch.



“Oops.  My bad,”  Discord pretended to be embarrassed.



Shaking the punch off and fixing her mane, Rarity glared at Discord.



“Ah, the beautiful Rarity.  The Element of Generosity,”  Discord said lazily.



“Yes.  And what type of prank, may I ask, are you planning to play on me?”  Rarity asked angrily.



“Eager to get to the point,”  Discord said seriously, “Well, I heard how you gave your gorgeous tail to that dragon who was missing half of his moustache.  It must’ve been so difficult.  We all know how much you love looking beautiful.”



With that, Discord winked.  Rarity felt her mane and tail swish and her skin prickle.  Discord waved his eagle hand, and a large mirror appeared before Rarity.  She glanced at herself and screamed.  Her mane and tail were gone and her skin was grey and scaly like a fish.



“What have you done!?”  she shrieked,  “I look like a fish.  I’m a monster.  My life is ruined!”



Rarity flopped on the floor and began sobbing.



Discord merely chuckled.








When the four fillies arrived at Sweet Apple Acres, they were met by Big MacIntosh.



“Hi, ya, big brother.  Is Apple Jack around?”  asked Apple Bloom.



“Nope,”  said Big Mac as he chewed on a piece of straw.



“Went to the library,”  came Granny Smith’s voice from inside the house.



They all sighed sadly.



“We were hoping she could help us to teach Screwball about the Element of Honesty,”  Sweetie Belle said.



“Ya all need to teach her yourselves,”  shouted Granny Smith.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders looked at each other in confusion.  They were used to Granny saying strange things, but this time she really had them wondering what she was talking about.



“Did ya forget?”  asked Big Mac, as he pointed to the small catapult sitting beside the barn.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders understood what had happened and sadly bowed their heads in shame.



“We left your catapult in the park and forgot to return it like we had promised,”  sighed Scootaloo.



“An’ you had to go an’ bring it back for us,”  Apple Bloom said.



“Yup,”  said Big Mac.



“We’re sorry,”  they all said together.



“Now that’s Apple Jack honesty,”  shouted Granny Smith.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders smiled at each other and Screwball until Big Mac interrupted them.



“An’?”  he asked.



The three bowed their heads sadly again.



“An’ we’ll be doin’ all yer chores tomorrow,”  sighed Apple Bloom.



“Darn tootin’,”  called Granny.



The Cutie Mark Crusaders sighed sadly at the thought of having to do chores the next day.  Then, they looked at Screwball.  She was grinning from ear to ear.  They HAD taught Screwball about honesty.



“Well,”  said Sweetie Belle,  “I guess the only pony left to visit is Twilight Sparkle, Element of Magic.”



As the four fillies made their way toward the library, Screwball couldn’t seem to stop smiling.  Now her cloud was the size of a coin and dark pink.








Things at the library were now really bad.  Rainbow Dash was still zooming in circles.  Fluttershy was still hiding.  Pinkie Pie was still chasing her mouth.  Rarity was still on the floor sobbing.  Twilight was still trying to cast spells while sliding around in a bubble.  Apple Jack, worn out, tried bucking her bubble.



“It worked!”  Apple Jack shouted happily.



Her happiness was quickly ended by Discord’s clapping.



“Congratulations, Honest Apple Jack.  It is now your turn,”  laughed Discord.



“Ah can take whatever  ya throw at me,”  Apple Jack said confidently.



“Oh, I don’t doubt that,”  said Discord with a chuckle, “but how can you handle never being able to tell the truth again?”



Discord snapped his fingers.



“Ah think it worked,”  Apple Jack said, then realized that wasn’t what she meant to say.



“Ah mean it had no effect on me,”  she realized that wasn’t right either.



“Oh, yeah.  All ah can tell is the truth now,”  Apple Jack looked horrified.



Everything coming out of her mouth now was a lie.



“How simply delightful,”  Discord clapped with glee,  “and you’re next Miss Sparkle.”



Twilight, who had been focused on casting a spell, suddenly looked up at Discord.  Then she looked around at her friends and realized what had happened to them.  She was now the only one left who could possibly fight back.








When the four fillies reached the library, they noticed the shield spell that Twilight had placed around it.



“Do ya think we can get through this time,”  Apple Bloom asked, remembering when they wrote gossip columns in the paper and called themselves “Gabby Gums.”



“There’s only one way to find out,” Scootaloo said mischievously as she shoved the others forward.



With a squeak, they were all safely through.  



“Hey, Twilight,”  Apple Bloom called as they pushed the door open and stepped inside.



All four fillies jaws dropped open at the sight of everything.



“What are you doing here?”  Twilight shouted as she cast a spell that resulted in moustaches appearing on many different items.



“We were hoping you could help teach our friend about the Element of Magic,”  Sweetie Belle shouted back.



“This is th’ perfect time fer that,”  lied Apple Jack.



“Get out of here while you still can!” shouted Twilight as she cast another failed spell.



“No!  We have to help!”  shouted the Cutie Mark Crusaders together, even though they had no plan.



Suddenly, the Cutie Mark Crusaders were trapped in a bubble.  They all screamed and began trying to fight their way out, but nothing worked.



Discord laughed, “Looks like we have company.  The more, the merrier.  Well, for me, anyway.”



Screwball looked around.  She saw her new friends, their sisters and their friends all being tormented by Discord, her creator.  She was the only one who could save them.  But how?  Could she use friendship?  She hadn’t learned the Element of Magic yet, but she had to try something.



Screwball stepped forward and stood before Discord.  Discord stared at her in surprise.



“I never thought I’d see you again,”  he said honestly.



“Well, here I am and I am not going let you harm my friends, or any pony, any more,”  Screwball said confidently.



“Oh,”  Discord asked curiously, “and how do you plan to stop me?”



“With the power of Friendship!” 



“This ought to be good,”  chuckled Discord.



Screwball thought back to everything her new friends had taught her, and she began to recite each thing loudly.



“Like Rainbow Dash, who would never betray a friend.  I summon the Element of Loyalty.”



The dot above Screwball’s head began to glow a bright red.  Screwball ignored it and continued.



“Like Fluttershy, who could never harm anything.  I summon the Element of Kindness.”



The glowing red dot grew to the size of an apple.



“Like Pinkie Pie, who loves to see everypony smiling.  I summon the Element of Laughter.”



The dot was now the size of a plate.



“Like Rarity, who would give anypony anything.  I summon the Element of Generosity.”



The dot was now the size of a large ball.



“Like Apple Jack, who can’t tell a lie unless a spell’s put on her.  I summon the Element of Honesty.”



The dot was now the size of a pony.



Screwball paused.  The last element was the Element of Magic and she wasn’t a unicorn.  She looked up at the large, glowing red ball above her.  She had an idea.



“Like Twilight Sparkle, whose magic connects the Elements.  I summon the Element of -”



“Ah, Ah,”  Discord interrupted, “can’t do magic without the horn.  Sorry”.



“I may not be a unicorn, but I do know the magic that combines the elements of friendship.  It’s called the magic of Love,”  Screwball shouted confidently.



With that, the glowing red ball became a giant glowing red heart that suddenly filled up the entire room.  Discord let out an angry scream of defeat and disappeared in a blinding red flash.



A moment later, everypony was blinking and beginning to stir.  Discord was gone.  Everything was back to normal.



“You did it!” shouted the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



Twilight and her friends gathered around the fillies and congratulated Screwball as well.  Screwball blushed.



“I could never have done it without your help.  All of you helped to teach me about friendship. Thank you.” 



“Aw,”  the group said as they all smothered Screwball in a group hug.



“This calls for a celebration!”  shouted Pinkie Pie, firing her party cannon.



“Woo-hoo,”  whispered Fluttershy.



“Way to go,”  Spike said as he handed  Screwball a cupcake.



Everypony began to talk, laugh and dance in celebration.



Suddenly, Twilight spotted something orange by the wall.



“Hey, everypony.  I think it was that pumpkin flying through the window and hitting me that made me mess up the spell,”  Twilight said.



“But, darling.  How in Equestria would a pumpkin fly through a window?”  asked Rarity.



“Ah have an idea how,”  Apple Jack said seriously.



All eyes were now on the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



The three looked back at them with guilt, “Uh-oh.”



THE END
      

      
   
      Barking Mad


      

      
      
         Click. Tick tick tick. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzz…



The sound of the sewing machine echoed throughout the Carousel Boutique.



Click. Tick tick tick. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzz…



 “Hey Rarity, can we go and do something fun? I’m sooooooooo booooored.” moped a young, troubled filly.



Click. Tick tick tick. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzz…



 “I wish I could, Sweetie, but I have all of these orders to deal with. My customers would just be devastated if I didn’t finish them on time! How about you go play with Opalescence?”



 Click. Tick tick tick. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzz… 



“Oh alright,” groaned Sweetie Belle, as she left the room, looking for Opal.







Soon enough, Opalescence was found in Rarity’s bedroom, taking a nap on the soft blankets over her big sister’s bed. Over in the corner of the room, Sweetie Belle spotted a yellow ball of yarn. A few knots and tangles were found, but to a cat it would probably still be just as fun to play with. She gripped the yarn with her teeth and trotted over to Opal. She tossed the ball on the bed, while Opal was still snoozing.



“Opal, I’ve got a ball of yarn for you to play with!”



Opal gave no reaction to Sweetie Belle’s voice, still fast asleep. Sweetie Belle was determined, however, and rested a hoof onto the cat.



“Come on, Opal. I’m soooooo boooooored.”



Opal was now awake, and apparently angry, as well. She reached a paw outwards and extended her claws, cutting off the edge of Sweetie Belle’s mane like a pair of scissors.



“Okay, I’ll just leave you to your sleeping.”



Sweetie Belle backed up quietly and left the room, praying she wouldn’t disturb the dangerous feline anymore. She was thankful that she didn’t get hurt.







Rarity was busy and Opalescence was sleeping, who else could Sweetie Belle turn to in order to overcome her boredom? She thought for a moment and then realized she could visit her friends! Apple Bloom and Scootaloo would surely be able to keep her from her boredom.



“Rarity,” spoke Sweetie Belle. “Can I go visit Apple Bloom and Scootaloo?”



Rarity was too deep in focus while sewing to really understand what she said.



“Yeah sure,” said Rarity as she waved a hoof, not taking her eyes off of the dress she was stitching.



Sweetie Belle took advantage of this and ran off towards Sweet Apple Acres. Hopefully Apple Bloom could help cure her boredom. Maybe the Cutie Mark Crusaders could get together on some fun adventures, or even better, maybe they’d finally earn their cutie marks!








Unfortunately for Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom didn’t have any time for crusading.



“I’m really sorry, Sweetie Belle. It’s just I don’t have any time since I have all these chores. Big Macintosh is sick so Applejack’s working extra, which means I have to work extra to fill in for some of her other chores. I’m really sorry.”



Sweetie Belle frowned at this. She could tell that Apple Bloom was working pretty hard with feeding the animals. She dumped a bucket of food for the pigs to eat, then offered a suggestion that might cheer up Sweetie Belle.



“Maybe Scoots will be available! I’m sure the two of ya will find somethin’ fun to do.”



Sweetie Belle cracked a smile, trying to stay hopeful.



“You’re right, Apple Bloom. Scootaloo’s always doing something fun and exciting. Maybe she can get me another ride on her scooter!”



“Now yer talkin,” Apple Bloom agreed. “Oh, before you go,” Apple Bloom went over and grabbed a leftover saddlebag, tossing some apples in there, and then hoofing it over to Sweetie Belle.



“Applejack always told me to be thankful, and since you came to visit, I thought I’d offer you some apples.”



Sweetie Belle wasn’t hungry, but that was alright. She loved eating apples from Sweet Apple Acres and gladly accepted the gift.

“Thanks, Apple Bloom! I’ll go see Scootaloo. We can do some crusading later!”



So Sweetie Belle left the farm, giving a wave. She then went off to find Scootaloo. It took her a little while, but she found Scootaloo sitting down in the middle of a field. She was simply looking up to the sky with nopony else around.







“Hey Scootaloo, why are you sitting out here in the middle of this field?”



“I’m watching Rainbow Dash prepare for her new flying technique!” the orange filly said with loads of excitement.



Sweetie Belle attempted to look in the same direction as Scootaloo was looking. She didn’t see Rainbow Dash. She tried squinting, but the results were the same. The sky was clear, with no Rainbow Dash.



“I don’t see her.”



“That’s because she just went up at a really high speed! I’m sure she’ll be back any moment now.”



Sweetie Belle sat down and waited a little longer, hoping to see the sight of Rainbow Dash. Unfortunately, all she saw was the occasional bird.



“I think I’m going to leave.”



“You sure? Rainbow Dash is always exciting! I can’t wait to see what she’s going to pull off.”



“Yeah, I’m sure.”



Scootaloo never changed the direction she was facing, so she couldn’t notice Sweetie Belle walking away with her head facing the ground. What was a bored filly to do? Her friends were too busy, her sister was working, and her sister’s cat was too scary. She had been in so many exciting adventures before, and now the closest thing that she had to an adventure was trying to find an adventure.







Little did Sweetie Belle know that looking down at the ground while she walked was a very bad idea. She was stopped by her horn crashing into a tree. It stung pretty painfully, so she rubbed it, attempting to relieve the pain. Once the pain went away, she looked around herself and started to shake in fear.



“I’m… stuck in the Everfree Forest.”



Sweetie Belle starting breathing quickly, nervous about her past experiences in the forest. She was almost turned into stone by a cockatrice! And nopony knew she was in there. It was scary before, but now the scariness had doubled since she was all alone, with no Apple Bloom or Scootaloo by her side.



She trotted off, hoping that she would be able to find a way out of the place without being harmed. No moving creature was in sight so far, but she could hear the chirps of crickets and the sound of a crow. It was all so frightening. Sweetie Belle then heard behind her what sounded to her like a bark.



The bark definitely startled her. She started to panic and her trot turned into a run. She ran forward, attempting to escape the creature that was behind her. What creature barked? A stray dog perhaps… or maybe even worse, a Timberwolf!



She heard the bark again, this time it was louder. That creature was gaining on her. She took a turn to her right, hoping to avoid the animal. If she couldn’t outrun it, she would hide. She got low and hid behind a tree, covering her mouth with a hoof to quiet her breathing. The barking simply grew louder. She just stood still, hoping the creature wouldn’t find her. She was so terrified that a tear rolled down her cheek. She couldn’t take the pressure anymore, and closed her eyes.



The barking stopped. She heard the animal move towards her, but now all she heard was panting. She was greeted by a strange sensation, it felt slimy. She was licked! So this was a dog after all. That was a relief. She gained enough confidence to open her eyes.



It wasn’t a dog. It was… a pony, a blue mare with a greyish mane, and had the cutie mark of a screw. Her mane was all out of place, and she had a piece of cloth attached to her back, appearing to have been ripped. Sweetie Belle wasn’t quite sure what to make of this strange pony. She was crouching down and panting, just like a dog would.



“Umm… Hello?” the filly asked the strange pony.



The panting mare barked, then began to pant once more.



“You think you’re a dog? Well… that’s quite strange. Hmm… well, I’m glad you’re here. It’s quite scary to be in the Everfree Forest all alone. At least I have some company now.”



Sweetie Belle never met a pony like this before. Did she seriously think she was a dog? That was quite odd, but she did act like a dog quite a bit. The pony reminded her of Apple Bloom’s pet, Winona. Winona was always so kind and friendly, unlike Opalescence, who tried to swipe a claw at her any chance she got. Maybe this happened for a reason. Sweetie Belle wasn’t bored anymore, that was for sure. If anything, she was terrified since she was lost in the Everfree Forest.



“How’d you get in here, anyway?”



Sweetie Belle was unsure if the pony understood, but the panting mare barked once more and turned to Sweetie Belle’s left. She then slowly trotted and continued her panting. Sweetie Belle followed in curiosity.



Could this really be happening? A crazy pony that was acting like a dog was leading her to safety, away from the Everfree Forest? Sweetie Belle began to wonder if she was going nuts, not the pony leading the way.



The mare ruffled through some bushes and Sweetie Belle could see light. She beamed with joy and ran up to the bush. She struggled a bit and her saddlebag snagged to a branch at one point, but she escaped safely. Her mane was almost as out of place as the crazy pony.



“You… saved me.”



The mare sat on the ground, panting and wagging her tail. Sweetie Belle laughed and raised her forehooves around the pony, giving her a powerful hug. The unicorn was greeted by a lick. It was slobbery and gross, but that didn’t matter. She was just grateful to be safe.



“Thank you,” Sweetie Belle spoke, who then began to start thinking carefully. “Hmm... I wonder what your name is.” She would have greeted her with a name in this case, but the pony couldn’t talk. Still, she needed something to call her, but what?

The pony simply started to scratch behind her ear with one of her hind hooves. She could stretch like a dog, too. This brought the mare’s cutie mark back in sight of Sweetie Belle. It was some sort of screw.



“…would you like me to give you a name?”



After a moment of panting, the pony responded with a bark.



“Hmm… How does ‘Screwy’ sound?”



She barked again.



“Well… I can’t call you ‘Screw Up’ or ‘Screw Around,’”



Sweetie Belle placed a hoof on her chin, trying to think of a proper name. Soon after, she lifted that hoof in the air, proposing an idea.



“Oh I know! I’ll call you ‘Screw Belle!’ It’ll be like you’re part of the family! I bet you’d fit right in with us.”



‘Screw Belle’ just continued to pant, not acknowledging anything. Sweetie Belle figured this would be a more appropriate name for her. The pony didn’t respond back, but she bet Screw Belle would like her new name.



“Screw Belle it is!” Sweetie Belle jumped for joy when she found a fitting name for her friend. Her joy, however, was interrupted shortly after by a rumbling in her stomach.



“Hehe… guess it’s about time for lunch. Good thing Apple Bloom gave me these apples.” Sweetie Belle opened up her saddle bag to reveal apples of all colors, though most of them red. Each one had a particular shine that made them all look more appealing, and they complimented each other to seem even tastier when together. She reached into the bag with a hoof and tossed an apple up to her mouth, crunching on the tasty fruit.



After hearing the crunch from the apple, Sweetie Belle heard a whine, much similar to a normal dog’s. She looked over at Screw Belle and could see her eyes grow larger. Somepony else was hungry.



“I’m sorry, Screw Belle. You’re probably really hungry, too. Who knows how long you’ve been in the Everfree Forest? Here, have a few apples.”



Sweetie Belle dumped her saddlebag to let four apples roll out onto the grass in front of her friend. Screw Belle sniffed at the apples before chowing down. She was a very fast eater, to say the least.



“I’m glad you like them,” Sweetie Belle said in a tone of excitement. She was glad to see her new friend enjoying herself, and she took another bite from her second apple. Her generosity made the apple taste even sweeter.








After eating, Sweetie Belle decided to lead Screw Belle back to Ponyville. She figured that was probably where she came from, and she didn’t know where else to take her. On the pathway there, she spotted Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon. It seemed to Sweetie Belle that this day had finally gone sour, and unfortunately for her, the two fillies spotted them, as well.



“Hi there, blank flank!” Silver Spoon mocked.



“…oh no,” Sweetie Belle muttered angrily. There was no avoiding them at this point.



“Who’s this mess of a pony you’re with?” asked Diamond Tiara, obviously talking about Screw Belle and her messed up mane and… dog-like habits.



“Leave her alone!” Sweetie Belle shouted.



“Oh, is she your friend? Even better, you two fools seem like you’re perfect for each other!”



“Quit it!” Sweetie Belle yelled louder, hoping they would just go away.



Suddenly Sweetie Belle heard an even louder noise coming from behind her. She turned around to see Screw Belle barking at Silver Spoon and Diamond Tiara, then growling, and barking again.



“That pony’s crazy!” yelled Silver Spoon.



“Let’s get out of here!” shrieked Diamond Tiara, agreeing with her friend.



The two fillies ran off and Screw Belle ran forward a bit, then stopped and turned back to Sweetie Belle. The unicorn was amazed. This pony helped her out not once, but twice. Even though she didn’t act like a pony, she could tell that Screw Belle truly cared for her.



“…thank you,” said Sweetie Belle, patting Screw Belle on the head. Screw Belle just panted with a look on her face that showed she was happy. Her tail was wagging again, too.








Along the path to Ponyville, Sweetie Belle spotted a loose twig. This gave her an idea! She always wanted to play fetch, but never had the chance to play it before. Perhaps she’d be able to give it a try now.



“Screw Belle… would you like to play fetch with me?”



Screw Belle’s ears perked up at the sound of Sweetie Belle’s voice. She then spotted a stick in the unicorn’s mouth, and instantly she crouched down and panted. It seemed as if Screw Belle was familiar with this game.



Sweetie Belle grinned and tossed the stick as far as she could. It wasn’t very far, she would’ve had an easier time if she could use magic, but she threw it pretty far for a filly of her age. The mare ran off to retrieve the stick. Once she was back with the stick in her mouth in front of Sweetie Belle, she dropped it and started to pant again, looking up to her.



Sweetie Belle gladly picked it up again and was ready for another toss.








Once in Ponyville, Sweetie Belle beamed with joy as she returned to the Carousel Boutique. She had done much more than conquer her own boredom. She found more than simply something to do or an adventure to go on. Dare say it, she even enjoyed today more than when she spent time with the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



She pushed the door open, hoping her sister would stop working so she could take a look at Screw Belle. Her sister was the most generous pony in all of Ponyville! There was no way she could turn down taking in such a wonderful pet… no… she was more than a pet. She was her friend. Surely Rarity would let her stay. This day couldn’t have gone any better for Sweetie Belle.



“Rarity, I’m back!” shouted Sweetie Belle.



She walked in and could see Rarity pinning some needles onto a few of her dresses to stick to the mannequins.



“Ah yes,” Rarity responded, not taking an eye off of her work. “How was your day with the Cutie Mark Crusaders?”



“Actually, I didn’t hang out with the crusaders. I met a new friend, instead.”



“Oh, is that so?”



“Yeah! I brought her over and thought you’d like to meet her.”



Rarity turned around, ready to greet the new pony when her jaw dropped.



“I… I’ve seen that pony before! Excuse me, Sweetie Belle, I need to get help!”



Rarity slammed the door, taking off at first sight of the pony. Sweetie Belle was puzzled, and started to groom Screw Belle’s mane to pass the time. She wondered how Rarity could’ve seen her before, and why she reacted that way.







Shortly after, the door busted open.



“Where is she?” an unfamiliar voice asked.



“She’s over there!” yelled Rarity.



“Get over here!” that same, unfamiliar voice commanded.



After a bit of scrambling, all of the ponies except Rarity and Sweetie Belle left the Carousel Boutique.



“What just happened? Where’s my friend?” Sweetie Belle wondered.



“Sweetie Belle,” Rarity interrupted. “You know better than to bring strange ponies into our home. What were you thinking?”



“What was I thinking? I made a new friend and you made her leave!”



“That pony was crazy, darling. You couldn’t possibly-”



“She was NOT crazy! She was my friend, and if you would just listen to me, you’d realize that she means well!”



“How could she possibly-”



“She saved me from the Everfree Forest!”



Rarity’s eyes grew larger after hearing this.



“And then on top of that, after all of my friends were busy, we got to play together! And she protected me from being bullied by Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon! She is one of the greatest ponies I’ve met, and you made her leave!”



“Sweetie Belle, I…”



“I didn’t even get to say goodbye,” Sweetie Belle’s volume lowered greatly. She was now tearing up. She started to walk away towards her room, and Rarity could hear her sniffling on the way there.



Rarity was shocked. She couldn’t have possibly known such a thing would happen. She had never seen Sweetie Belle so mad at her since she refused to enter the Sisterhoof Social. This all happened so quickly. Did she really mean what she said? Was she saved by a pony that acted like a dog? And from the Everfree Forest out of all places? Maybe that pony wasn’t crazy… Rarity had begun to think that she was the crazy mare, for not giving a chance for her sister to speak. She had to make it up to her, somehow.








“Where are you taking me?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“Oh, don’t worry, darling. Patience is key.”



Rarity had blindfolded Sweetie Belle, and she was walking through an unfamiliar area… The floor felt more cold and hard on her hooves. She was definitely indoors. She could other ponies’ hooves on the floor, as well. She heard the opening of a door and was guided by Rarity to go through it.



“Almost there,” said Rarity.



Just then, she could hear a familiar and comforting sound. It was the sound of barking. It wasn’t just any barking, however.

“We’re here. You can take off your blindfold,” said Rarity.



It was the barking of Screw Belle. She was in a bed, but she was being held down and tied to it with chains and locks. Sweetie Belle came closer to hug her friend, and the barking stopped. She was then greeted by a familiar lick.

“Eww,” Rarity said, disgusted.



“I’ve missed you so much!” Sweetie Belle shouted with joy. She was licked once more by the pony. “Hehe, and it looks like you’ve missed me, too.” She then turned to her big sister, stumped. “I don’t get it. Why’d you bring me back to her? You said she was crazy.”



“Well, darling, I know how much it hurts to be away from a friend.” She happened to look out the window to see Pinkie Pie rolling around in a sandbox from far away. She then dug beneath the sand and sprouted upwards, launching the sand in the air. “No matter how crazy that pony may be.”



Sweetie Belle laughed for a few seconds, then stopped. “So, is this the last time I’m going to see her?”



“Of course not, darling! I’ve spoken to the doctor and he said you’re welcome to visit her anytime.”



“Yaaaaaaaaay!” yelled Sweetie Belle, hugging her new friend.



“Just make sure you finished your homework, first.”



“Aww,” Sweetie Belle frowned. She then lifted her head back up at Rarity. “Want to know what I named her?”



“The doctor told me her name was ‘Screw Loose.’”



“That’s pretty close to what I named her. I chose ‘Screw Belle.’ Screw because of her cutie mark, and Belle because that’d make her part of the family!”



Rarity smiled a bit, though she was a bit startled at the thought of such a pony being part of her family. Regardless, she wanted her sister to be happy, more than anything. “That’s a wonderful name.”



“So, did you want me to tell you about my day?” asked Sweetie Belle.



“Please do. I want to hear what kept you from being soooooooooo booooooooored.” Rarity mimicked Sweetie Belle’s way of stretching out those words. They both laughed at her joke, then settled down as Sweetie Belle began to prepare her story.



“Well, it all started when I went to visit Apple Bloom…”
      

      
   
      Little Pinkie and Madame Pie.


      

      
      
         - Spike, could you fetch me that fae grass? It’s over there – Twilight Sparkle threw her hoof to the left and pointed at one of the crates standing at the wall. Her head did not even twitch, so intensely focused was Twilight on a small cauldron placed on a messy table before her. Apart from the cauldron and a tiny stove, the table was holding the weight of an old, dusty magic book, dry leaves, shiny gems, samples of colorful slimes, glass vials and many other things that any ordinary pony would have considered plainly strange or even suspicious. Working with an expression making her resemble a clock maker, Twilight was paying no attention to the rest of the circular room – the library’s cellar. Not only the table but the whole place was a mess. The room was stacked with books, boxes, steel and glass tools of unknown purpose and a bunch of empty bottles left on the floor. Had anypony entered the cellar, they  would have smelled a distinctive odor of chemicals.



- This is gonna be fantastic, Spike… I’m really starting to think alchemy is my favorite kind of magic – Twilight carefully added another drop of  purple liquid to the mixture in the cauldron. – Now steady… steady… just one more and…



- TWIIILIIIGHT!!! – Pinkie Pie barged into the room like a supersonic firework. Twilight’s concentration cracked, her eyes widened, she threw her head upwards and made a really wacky expression, as if somepony hurled a frog at her face. Then she stiffened and dropped the bottle containing the purple liquid, which instantly poured out and made a puddle on the floor.



- Oh… Twilight! Hi, Twilight! – even though she almost made Twilight suffer a heart attack, Pinkie Pie was as cheerful as always.



- Pinkie! – the liquid made a splashy sound when, after a few seconds of shock, Twilight Sparkle finally came to her senses, turned around and stomped in anger. She was panting. – Pinkie! You can’t even imagine what would have happened if this bottle had ended up in the cauldron. Thank Celestia the grim root extract is now staining my floor… and my hoof! The whole house could have been blown up into pieces!



- Now that was a close call – Spike managed to crawl out of a crate which he jumped into when Pinkie Pie yelled. 



- No sweat Twilight, my left hind leg didn’t twitch an inch, today. Oh, you know, I’ve brought you some cake and… - Pinkie Pie stepped on one of the empty bottles lying on the floor and tripped. The rest resembled a chain of dominos. Pinkie leaped forward shuffling her hooves, she spun around like a ballet dancer, knocked Twilight down and crashed into the table smashing half of the items on it and sending the other half into the air. The floor was instantly flooded with colorful mixtures. Trashed glass and crushed remains of steel instruments were scattered all around. In the middle of all that, there was Pinkie Pie, drenched from tip to hoof in chemicals. 



- Pinkie Pie…



- Aaa… Yes? Twilight? I think I… have made a little, tiny smashie–trashie… - Pinkie looked as though her mind went away somewhere.



- Pinkie Pie… - Twilight stood up, her gaze fixated at Pinkie was burning with rage. – Pinkie Pie! You’ve destroyed everything! The whole experiment, my experiment! The instruments, the ingredients, the mixture! Everything! Destroyed! … mmm… - Twilight’s rage suddenly stopped, she frowned. – Pinkie Pie, are you all right?  



- Uuu… I really shouldn’t have disregarded that combo this morning… spinning, the world is spinning… Ah! Twilight! - suddenly, Pinkie opened her eyes wide and jumped up on her hooves, tears instantly filled her eyes and she started wailing. – Twilight! I’m sorry! SO SORRY! – the flow of Pinkie’s tears had no end, she crawled up to Twilight and shook her head making puppy eyes. Twilight made a tiny step back.



- Pinkie… - Twilight seemed both baffled and slightly disgusted ( maybe the reason was Pinkie’s coat, all covered in slimy substances and smelling like nothing Twilight had ever smelled before). She sighed loudly turning her gaze from Pinkie to the mess, the now begging pony had made. – Ok. Ok… I forgive you, but you have to help me clean up this mess…



- Okie dokie lokie! Right away Twilight! And… Thank you so very much for letting this slide. Sooo much! I will make you a huge dessert this afternoon!



- I didn’t say I’d let it slide just like that, I… - but Pinkie Pie didn’t listen anymore as she started sweeping glass shards with a broom Spike had brought downstairs a while ago.







- Then I’m going, Twilight. I have to think about that dessert now. Oh, and I left the cake upstairs, it's so yummy. Enjoy your cake, Twilight! See you, Spike! – Pinkie Pie was back to her usual self and smelled less funny. She grinned at Twilight and started bouncing upstairs.



- Pinkie, hold on a second. Are you really feeling all right? No dizziness, no butterflies in your tummy, or anything of that sort? – Twilight was observing Pinkie from different angles. Left, right, up and down, Twilight’s gaze wandered all around Pinkie’s body.



- Everything is A-OK, Twili! – one more time, Pinkie showed her teeth in a wide smile, which however, did not last long as the next second she stiffened, her stomach grumbled and Pinkie burped a small fireball. 



- Pinkie! What was that?



- What was what?! – she pretended to sound surprised.



- The fire – Twilight’s voice became cold and she narrowed her eyes.



- What fire?



- You have spit fire just a second ago. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice that.



- I…  I had a spicy breakfast! It’s nothing. I love chilies and jalapenos and… and.. and rainbows! – having yelled that, Pinkie dashed upstairs and ran out of Twilight’s house.








It was Tuesday, three days later. The Sun had been raised again and sunshine flooded the whole Ponyville. However, something was amiss. The town did not look the same as the day before. Overnight, the rooftops had been covered in huge amounts of confetti and streamers. Trees and shopping stalls around the town suffered the same terrible fate. And as if that was not enough, paint of various bright colors had been splashed everywhere. Not only the buildings were smeared with paint, over half of Ponyville’s paint supply had been poured along the town’s streets. The horrid mess brought shock, fear and tears to the faces of ponies. No culprit had been seen nor heard and everypony became suspicious of their neighbors and friends. 



The next day came as no relief, as another wave of chaos was brought upon Ponyville during the night. Broken fences, destroyed stalls, once beautiful trees covered in sticky paint and more colorful streamers, all that destruction added up to even more misery of the Ponyville folk. The situation seemed to be a really sick joke, as if someone decided to throw a party of chaos. 








- That’s it! We have to put an end to this. Somepony is rampaging around Ponyville, breaking things and we can do nothing about that!? They’ve painted the whole town hall green, it looks like a Christmas tree now. Rainbow Dash won’t allow this to continue! – Rainbow Dash was visibly agitated, making angry faces and attacking an invisible enemy. Twilight Sparkle was pacing around with a stern look on her face. Rainbow Dash and Applejack had been invited over to the library, so that the trio could discuss the recent events.



- Any idea, Twilight? – Applejack seemed unexpectedly anxious and somewhat impatient. – Rarity’s already sworn to do really nasty things to anypony responsible for paintin’ her house in polka-dot and Fluttershy’s been in tears since this mornin’, when she saw all that animal food scattered all ‘round her place. Even my barn has a giant, ugly  doughnut painted on the wall. Granny Smith almost literary hit the roof!



- Yea! And they attacked Sugarcube Corner too!



-There is something – said Twilight. – I have a theory but we lack evidence. As of yet, nopony has ever seen the one responsible for this chaos – Twilight turned her face to Applejack and Rainbow Dash. – There is only one option, we have to go hunting.



- Let’s do this. Whoever it is, they’ll get what they deserve! – Rainbow Dash made a wild pony–fu pose in the air.








The night came quickly. Twilight Sparkle, Applejack and Rainbow Dash had been waiting in a narrow alley nearby the marketplace since the sunset. The market was the only place that had not been vandalized and according to Twilight, the place where the culprit would show up that night. The streets of Ponyville were empty, silent and dark. Everypony feared whoever it was that came at night to wreak chaos, only the three ponies were brave and curious enough to go out into the darkness and face the villain. 



- C’mon, how long is it gonna take? - Rainbow Dash was about to burst after an hour and a half of waiting.



- Stop it, Rainbow – hissed Applejack, her legs were shaking a bit.



 - Be quiet, girls, I’ve heard something – Twilight made a step forward to get a better view of the market square. 



A big dark shadow jumped out from the darkness, a shadow over two times the height of an ordinary pony. Huge hooves, sharp teeth, thick, puffy fur covering the whole body - the beast seemed extremely dangerous and was towering over the surroundings. Slowly, it stomped forward into the dim moonlight. The three ponies noticed it was dragging a large bag.



- What’s it doing? – whispered Rainbow Dash.



- Y… you should ask what it is – Applejack was stuttering. The giant seemed excited. Suddenly, it opened the bag and started to jump throwing confetti around the place. The trio froze in shock, while the creature was dancing around and covering the streets with colorful streamers. 



- That’s enough! Whatever it is, I’ll take care of it! -  having said that, Rainbow Dash stormed out of the alley and launched a kick at the beast. It was clear that she could not wait any longer, neither could she contain her irritation. The beast dodged, turned around and caught Rainbow by her hind leg. Twilight and Applejack rushed at the monster as well. Applejack threw her lasso, but the creature caught it midair and forcefully pulled the surprised pony forward. Applejack ended up in dirt, while Rainbow Dash was still dangling upside down. The situation was difficult, but Twilight Sparkle remained cool, she tried to use her magic to stop the monster. The unicorn’s horn sparkled in the darkness sending waves of magic. Unfortunately, no spell had any effect on the giant. Twilight Sparkle was powerless. 



- The hay are you?! Let me go, let me go! – kicking the air, Rainbow Dash still could not break free. The monster was in rage, roaring and baring its teeth. When Applejack leaped to kick it, the beast threw Rainbow at her and started running away. A loud swoosh was heard and Applejack was lying in dirt again, this time with dizzy Rainbow Dash on top of her. 



- AJ, Rainbow, are you alright? We have to chase after it – Twilight’s voice was full of concern. 



- Wha... where is it?



- Get off, pardner. We’ve gotta run or it’ll get away.







The beast was fast, almost too fast for the ponies, covering over two meters with each step. It was suddenly changing directions and could even climb buildings. Twilight could not keep up and was quickly left behind. After ten minutes of exhausting pursuit all around Ponyville, Rainbow Dash finally managed to land on the giant’s back. They started struggling, Rainbow clung to the thick fur of the beast, which did not even slow down. Soon, it became obvious that the struggle would not last long and after a few seconds, Rainbow Dash was shook off.  Leaving behind a faint colorful trail, the poor pony fell under the hooves of Applejack who was frantically dashing behind. Both ponies ended up on the ground again and could do nothing but give up, the culprit roared and vanished in the shadows. 



- What’s… What’s happened? – it was Twilight, she was panting heavily and her eyes showed a great deal of fatigue.



- Sorry, sugarcube but we couldn’t… we couldn’t stop them.  



- So nothing? All that waiting and running for nothing! We should’ve been more aggressive, we should’ve set up a trap – Rainbow Dash was up on her hooves again, complaining and visibly angry. 



- A trap? We didn’t even know if it was gonna come, so cut the talk. 



- Oh yeah? Then what are we gonna do now? Any ideas?



- Calm down, girls. I think, I know what we need to do now. Look at this – Twilight pointed at a pile of hair lying on the ground, the hair was pink. The color was hardly visible in the darkness of the night. 



- It’s just hair, how is it gonna help us?



- Now that I’ve seen her I can connect the dots. Also, with this hair I can make an antidote.



- Twili, what do you mean by HER? – Applejack sounded slightly confused. 



- We will have to visit Pinkie Pie tomorrow.



- Pinkie Pie?! – both Applejack and Rainbow Dash turned their heads in surprise. 



- It makes no sense, Twili. What does Pinkie have to do with this?



- Unfortunately, everything. And I feel responsible too… I should have known what was going on from the very beginning. Now let’s go, there is a lot of work I have to do.








The lights in the library were burning for the rest of the night. Twilight Sparkle was tirelessly mixing alchemical ingredients and hoping that the potion would relieve Ponyville from chaos. For a pony like her, it was simple to figure out what had happened during the past two days. Hair they had found was the final proof and the base for Twilight’s elixir. Spike was already sound asleep so she had to work alone. Even though she could barely stay focused, she never gave up until the potion was finished. She really felt responsible. 








The next morning the three ponies entered Sugarcube Corner. Twilight’s plan was simple: to make Pinkie Pie drink the antidote. 



- Are you sure about this? I mean, what we saw yesterday didn’t resemble Pinkie at all. It was big and fat, with hooves and teeth that nopony could have – said Rainbow Dash.



- I think she’s right, sugarcube. There is no way Pinkie could have grown into that thing just like that.



- I didn’t tell you about something yesterday. I had considered it unimportant… until I saw her last night. You see, Pinkie brought me some cake last week, I was trying to do same alchemy on that day. She… she knocked over the table with chemicals. She was all covered in magical ingredients. I let her go home… I should’ve known better. I ignored the consequences. What was I thinking? It could have been much worse… It’s all my fault… I…



- Calm down, sugarcube. We know you didn’t want anythin’ bad to happen, and Pinkie… if anythin’ really happened to her, she should’ve come to you right away – said Applejack in a calm voice.



- Oh my, Twilight! You look as if you haven’t slept at all last night. Is it insomnia? - it was Mrs. Cake, she looked rather anxious.



- No, I’m fine Mrs. Cake. I was just… busy last night. Yes. Is Pinkie Pie at home? – hearing Twilight’s question Mrs. Cake made a troubled expression.



- I’m sorry, Twilight. She hasn’t returned home last night, we are really worried about her. Actually, we hoped you would tell us what’s going on. She hasn’t been acting like her usual self recently.



- We have to find her. Rainbow Dash, it’s important, get some pegasi to fly around Ponyville. Me and AJ will ask other ponies to help us look for Pinkie.



- Dear, has something happened to her? 



- Don’t worry, Mrs. Cake. We have the situation… under control. For now, we just have to find Pinkie Pie. Come on everypony – Twilight and Applejack ran out of the bakery leaving Rainbow Dash behind.



- Oh for Celestia’s sake! – Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes and followed.








The citizens of Ponyville went out to the streets, mares and stallions, fillies and colts. Pegasi were soaring through the skies and everypony else was patrolling the streets, fields, and even outskirts of Ponyville. Even though Twilight Sparkle did not reveal the whole truth about Pinkie's condition, many ponies readily joined the search when they heard that she is in danger. Everypony knew Pinkie Pie, she had always wanted to be everypony's friend. That feeling of friendship was stronger than Twilight thought, it made the ponies of Ponyville unite. 







- Attention everypony! As you know Pinkie Pie has to be found and brought to me. She’s in great danger. Also, only with her help can we finally stop the night attacks. If she resists, you will have to capture her… it’s for her own good. Together we can do it, Pinkie needs our help – ponies gathered around Twilight Sparkle nodded their heads and started walking in different directions, a group of pegasi pierced the clouds above them leaving behind only the sound of their wings. The only ones left were Applejack and Fluttershy.



- It’s almost evenin’, Twilight. We’ve been at this the whole day and nopony has seen Pinkie, even Rainbow’s group of best flyers found nothing that could tell us where she is. Maybe… maybe she’s left to Manehattan or Fillydelphia. As hard as it is for me to say, Twilight… we might not see her again – having put her feelings into words, Applejack hung her head.



- No, I won’t believe that. Pinkie would never leave Ponyville... Sugarcube Corner, her neighbors and us, her friends. We must continue the search, it is our duty. Friends do not abandon each other, that’s what I learned here in Ponyville.



 - I agree with Twilight… she wouldn’t do that… she wouldn’t go - Fluttershy raised her head and gave Applejack a very meaningfull look. Her eyes were filled with hope and determination.



- Yea… you’re right. I’m going. I'll... I'll just check the apple fields again.








In a few hours, the sun set and the sky turned black, only a few lone stars were scattered on it. Shadows enveloped the town once again bringing only sadness and a feeling of resignation, because nopony had seen Pinkie Pie the whole day. They had been looking for her everywhere, in their houses, on the streets, in the vast apple fields, even at the edge of the Everfree Forest. No traces of Pinkie were found and many tired ponies simply gave up.



- That’s all we can do, dear. Pinkie, she must have… Oh, I don’t even want to think about it – Rarity made a dramatically sad face. She looked sleepy and completely worn out, her usually perfectly hoofacured hooves were all dirty after a whole day of running  around Ponyville. After hours of searching without any results, Rarity and many other tired ponies gathered in front of the town hall, they were all asking each other what to do next.



- That’s just not right, we can’t just give up like that! – Twilight Sparkle was there as well, she seemed nervous, as if she was irritated because of her helplessness. 



- But Twilight, we have been everywhere. Even Zecora knew nothing about Pinkie’s whereabouts.



- Then what? Are we supposed to just ignore the problem and abandon her! Rarity, as her friends we can’t do that… I can’t do that… I know it’s late and we don’t know where she is, but I am the one responsible and I have to find her… to fix what I did wrong. I must… – tears flowed to Twilight’s eyes, she looked miserable and desperate.



- Twilight, what are you talking… - Rarity never finished her sentence, somepony was galloping while loudly yelling Twilight’s name. After a few seconds, everypony realized it was Mr. Cake. 



- Twilight! Thank Celestia I’ve found you… It’s about Pinkie, she’s in her room at Sugarcube Corner. 



Such words Twilight desperately hoped to hear. Like an arrow, she instantly rushed towards the bakery, everypony else could hardly keep up with her. Twilight felt that it was her only chance to save Pinkie Pie, the only chance to silence her regrets. 







The crowd of ponies galloped through Ponyville, earthponies and unicorns, soon, pegasi led by Rainbow Dash fell from the sky and joined them too. Everypony was heading for Sugarcube Corner, where they hoped to finally find Pinkie Pie. 








- Now we have to be careful, everypony. No yelling or complaining, just let me speak to her, understood? – Twilight Sparkle turned her face to Rainbow Dash just to see her frown. They stood in front of Pinkie’s room, Applejack, Rarity and Fluttershy came as well. Muffled sobbing could be heard from behind the door.



- Pinkie Pie, are you there? We… I just want to talk – Twilight tried her best to make her voice sound as soothing as possible.



- Leave me alone! Just go… - the voice inside the room was hoarse and cold. – You can’t help me. I have a few screws loose right now, I know it. And I don’t own a cat, do I? I can’t even become a crazy cat lady!



 - Pinkie, everypony has come here for you. If you could just come out for a while, we would be able to help you… I’ve made an antidote and…



- No! Stop it, Twilight. There is nothing you can do. I… did it. It’s all my fault. I don’t want to see other ponies cry, but the voice in my head is sooo annoying. It says I should make all of you tremble in fear. It wants chaos and destruction. I tried to escape, run away… Now I realize I can’t. There would be nothing left of me if I did so.



Pinkie Pie, there is nothing to be afraid of… - Twilight Sparkle suddenly stopped talking and pushed her head against the door. Pinkie Pie went completely silent, it seemed unnatural, suspicious. Twilight was just about to ask her what was going on, but the whole floor started shaking. The giant, pink monster, which the ponies had been chasing the previous night, smashed the door and jumped outside, the impact threw Twilight and others to the ground. The Pinkie-beast quickly ran downstairs and escaped the building.







- After her! – when the ponies managed to stand up, they all rushed outside. Pinkie Pie stood there, surrounded by a crowd of shocked ponies, growling and angrily looking around. Many nervous whispers could be heard from the crowd.



- Pinkie, don’t you remember all those happy times when we could all smile together – Applejack made a few steps forward.



- And when you saved Ponyville from all those nasty parasprites – Rarity and Fluttershy were right behind her. 



- Yea, and all those jokes we pulled off together, it wouldn’t have been the same without you, Pinkie – Rainbow Dash made a toothy grin.



- We all want the usual Pinkie Pie back, Pinkie Pie who never stops smiling, even in most absurd situations. Pinkie who knows how to make everybody laugh and throws the best parties a pony can imagine. Please Pinkie Pie, come back to us, we love you no matter what. We are your friends – the last pony to come out of Sugarcube Corner was Twilight Sparkle. She stopped before Pinkie and raised her head. The look in her eyes was calm and despite all her fatigue, she was still smiling warmly. Pinke Pie noticed Twilight’s face almost instantly, her bulky, covered with thick fur limbs froze. She was standing motionless, as if fighting with herself. The next minute seemed to last ages, second by second, everypony was waiting for Pinkie’s next move. Finally, the Pinkie–beast shrugged and hung her head as if to show that she had surrendered herself to Twilight. In that instant, Twilight Sparkle used her magic to spray the antidote all over Pinkie Pie’s body.



- Grrr – Pikie Pie roared and fell to the ground, her body started to shrink. Her mane and coat quickly returned to normal. After a few seconds, the pony lying before the crowd was her usual self, all brightly pink and with a fluffy mane on her head. She slowly opened her eyes and looked around with a confused look on her face. A while later, when she finally came to her senses and understood what was going on, Pinkie Pie covered her face with her hooves, curled up and began to sob.



- Pinkie Pie, are you all right?! – everypony jumped to Pinkie, but she shivered and started wailing louder.



- I’m sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry! I confess, it's all my fault! I will understand if want to banish me from Ponyville or throw me into prison, or throw me into prison in the place you will banish me to! Do you want me to dig up gems for the rest of my life, or bake hundreds of cupcakes every day?! I’m going to agree to anything! Sniff… Please, just don’t make me a dragon snack! I don't want to be gobbled up!



- Pinkie! Calm down, nopony is gonna throw you into prison or banish you, right everypony? – all ponies lively agreed with Twilight’s words, their voices were full of relief and joy. – We have spent the whole day looking for you, everypony was so worried about our Pinkie Pie. 



- Really? Like really, really? Aren’t you angry even a little, itsy – bitsy bit? – Pinkie Pie took a quick glance around.



- Of course not, we are glad you have returned to normal. After all, one should hate the deed, not the person. And also… - Twilight Sparkle turned towards the crowd of ponies and bowed to the ground. – I didn't tell you the whole truth. The events of the last three days are entirely my fault. Last week, I played around with alchemy, it was risky, dangerous. When Pinkie Pie came, there was an accident and she got covered in chemicals. That's why she changed... Pinkie Pie is innocent. If I hadn’t been doing all those nasty experiments, nopony would have suffered and nothing would have happened to Ponyville. I’m terribly sorry, everypony and I will acctept any punishment you choose for me.



- So it was all just an accident, wasn't it? I don’t think any punishment will be necessary at all. As you've said, we should hate the deed, not the person, right everypony? – said Applejack. The crowd of ponies suddenly started to cheer, wildly stomping the ground with their hooves. Twilight Sparkle closed her eyes and finally let out a sigh of relief.



- Thank you, thank you so very much! You are the bestest of the best among the best of the best friends! I feel so warm inside! I can smile again! Oh, I'm so happy I'm gonna burst – Pinkie Pie started to jump around throwing her hooves in the air. A wide and truly beautiful smile spread across her face – And do you guys know what I wanna shout out right now?!



- Go ahead Pinkie Pie!



- Let’s have a party!!!








Dear Princess Celestia



Over the past few days, we had to face chaos and our own inner fears. Fortunately, we managed to overcome all the problems before sadness and resignation corrupted our hearts. I have learned that those who want to call themselves true friends must never abandon nor doubt each other. They must stand together and never give up. No matter what trouble you get into, true friends will always be there to support you and help you stand up again. Their sincere smiles and merry laughter are important treasures you should cherish every day.



Your faithful student, Twilight Sparkle



P.S. Pinkie Pie is throwing a huge party this week. She wants everypony to come, including you and Princess Luna.



THE END.




      

      
   
      Love


      

      
      
         Hi everypony! My name is Dauntless Heart and I am a Guard pony.

Say! I love Hearts Warming Eve. A time when I can meet with my family. Have fun, play games with my two sisters. Talk with my folks about... anything really! I love my family and Hearts Warming Eve. Because of my work that day is the only one when I can see them.



Speaking of which, have you ever how my life looks because of my job? Well it's a dozy (avoiding the word draining my strength) but rewarding and I would never want to change it for the world! But, let me tell you of a particular day in my life have thought me.








The morning bright light enchanted by the white snow flown slowly into my cozy wooden house. I was woken up by it. Gently I might add. Way more pleasant than waking up in the Young Flyers School.



I opened my eyes, stretched my hooves and let out a yawn. I quickly ran my schedule of the day in my head. Nothing much. My post is at the Canterlot gates where it usually is. Then I had a sudden realization



Like A Wonderbolt rushing through the sky i remembered one important thing today. A rush of energy got me up from bed and I ran to my calendar

"Yes! Yes! Yes!" I yelled and jumped from joy! The one day that I await the whole year. The most euphoric day was here. My family will be here today! It's the Hearts Warming Eve!



I could not hold my excitement. i jumped and giggled. Screamed from the top of my lunges "Yesyesyesyes!" I looked at the clock. They usually arrive at noon. And I am going to be late for work... Whoops! 

My hopping and squeing like a little colt will have to wait. Just a little bit. He, he! I ran to my closet which welcomed me with a golden glimmer of my armor. I put it on fitting it tightly and marveling at my good looks. Then I ran out the door to my work.

The snow was falling silently on the Canterlot streets. It covered the high spires and colorful roofs of the shiny buildings, where all the clean, prim and proper, fancy ponies liv. The colts and fillies played in the streets, throwing snowballs from their snow fortresses, that they built. Occasionally they thrown the snowballs at the royal ponies that walked by and then hid, snickering because of the perfect throws. It wasn’t something that I approved of but I didn’t have time to talk with the little ponies. It was already time for my shift.

I ran as fast as I could Since it was about 30 minutes away from my post to home, running there would make anyone gasping for air. But knowing that my family was coming gave me strength to endure. Even if I have to run for miles! I maneuvered between ponies with gifts coming from shops. From right to left, zig and zag. I ran between them like I was skating on ice. Then from nowhere, like they came from the ground, two ponies carrying a tree were in front of me. I was maybe a few steps away from a catastrophic crash and a closer meeting of me and the tree. I squatted and leaped into the air. I felt the needles of the tree gently mushing my coat as I jumped above the tree. The landing was soft. Well, almost If the armor was cotton but Hey, it could have been worse! I continued my run as I heard the two ponies screaming at me calling me crazy. I apologized and was on my way.







The gate was just a few hooves away. It was a giant Silver Gate between a two long guard towers where the Guard ponies were staying when it was cold. Usually we stay outside and check anyone who wants to enter but in days such as these we stay in the warm boots. We don’t want anybody to catch a cold, now do we? I galloped as fast as my hooves could carry me. Then I saw my Pegasus friend coming out of the guard boot and stopped suddenly. But I did not stop. Well this sort of things happens when it’s cold, snowy and you’re wearing metal hove protection. Instead of stopping I crashed into my friend

After I opened my eyes I found myself crashed on my friend who was very unhappy.

“Dauntless?” he asked politely with an irritated tone 

“Yes?” I smiled while probably having the goofiest expression in the world

“How many times now?” I thought of that for a second. How many times did I crashed Into him? That did not happen only in winter

“Too many to count?” 

“Exactly…” he responded







After the incident I occupied my post. Our shifts were long and sometimes boring but nevertheless it is something I always wanted to do. Protect ponies, make sure no harm comes to them. So that they can sleep peacefully at night and have a safe day.

Today was different though.

My family was going to come through this very gate! There weren’t many occasions for me to greet them like this. Usually they would come when I was at work and stay at my home which I leave unlocked only for this day. 

I was excited! The joy in me was about to burst and barely could hold myself from hopping in place.

“Dauntless?” asked my friend who also had post with me “Why are you jumping in place?” I guess I’m happier than I thought! I came back to myself only to notice that I was in fact hopping in place. It was an awkward situation to which I replied with a smile.

A few minutes past. Then an hour. Two. Three. I figured that they must have taken the later train or that it’s just running late. Five hours passed, the sun was already hiding behind the mountains coloring the sky in warm oranges and pinks. The walls and the valley were overflowing with calm sea of gold colors.

The ponies were coming through the gate. Families and friends, some of them carrying tree and gifts. I asked some ponies if the train was late. They said that because of the snow some of the trains are late and the rest are unsure if they will make it for the Hearts Warming Eve.







It was evening, the sun was down and my shift ended. I walked out of my post with a heavy heart. My family won’t make it for the Eve. I walked with my head hung down dragging my hooves when suddenly somepony jumped in front of me.

“Hey Daunty!” screamed a cheerful, warm voice

It was my friend. A mare. Her name is Ember and she is a Luna Guard pony. She is a Pegasus but with bat wings like all of Luna Guard ponies. She has a violet mane, black coat and beautiful sky blue eyes. She wore the traditional Luna Guard armor which was like mine but with a spiky front plate and it’s color was purple with night sky color also she didn’t like to wear a helmet if she was off duty. Without me even noticing her face was close to mine.

“Hey. What’s wrong?” she asked. I sighted and told her the story…







Ember. My long time friend. She knows me more than anypony. I could always count on her as she could on me. We always supported each other and right now I needed it the most.

“I’m sure they will make it” she said as we walked the streets of Canterlot

“But the trains are stuck in the snow. I don’t think that trains can go through tons of snow”

“Maybe not but I know that you’re family wouldn’t miss this day”

“Thank you Ember but I don’t think that there is anything they or you can do to help them get here”

Sudenly a gust of air blown in my face. Ember was in front of me and flapped her wings after which she jumped on me.

“Listen here mister!” she said energetically “This is not how you act! Dauntless Heart that I know wouldn’t be so pessimistic!”

“But there is no way…”

“Snap out of it!” She yelled at surprising me. There was a moment of silence after which she walked back and her face showed concern. “Listen. I belive, with my whole heart, that they will come. You know why? Because today is the one day in the whole year that they wouldn’t miss. The day that they can see you.”

I was surprised. Her words made my heart warmer. “They would move the sky and mountains to see their beloved son and brother” She was right. No matter what happens I need to believe. I was happy again.

“Thank you Ember” I said

“You don’t have to thank me. I learned that from somepony special.” 

“Who?” I asked curious

She did not answer but instead giggled. I was puzzled. “Well, who was it?” I asked curiously as we walked to my home.







We made it to my house in a few minutes. All the way I tried to talk Ember into telling me who thought her that lesson but she just looked at me and kept on giggling. Whatever the situation may be I was happy that she supported me and that she was here. With me. Supporting, me…

Anyway I opened the door to my home and a giant bright light blinded me. “HI DAUNTY!” 

I could not believe my ears, and later, my eyes. 



My family was here… My sisters, father, mother, granny and grandpa. I felt tears running down my cheeks. More so when my sisters ran to me and hugged me. Then the rest of my family joined the hug. My happiness cannot be measured. I was beyond happy. I looked at Ember once again. She was as happy as I was. Later we all fun. We sang, eat cake, drank punch and I danced with everybody. Even with my lamp hat on my head, for some reason.



This day is the one day in the year when I can see my family. They always support me, help me and love me. When I wanted to become a Royal Guar they all helped and supported me. Any sadness sickness or problem that became me, they helped fight. And now I realized that there is one more pony that did the same for me.

Ember



 I walked up the stairs and to my balcony. A quiet half round place with a few flowers surrounding it. She was there, watching the stars, her mane flowing on the wind.

I went to my room and grabbed a long scarf then walked to her and gently wrapped it around her. She noticed that it was me and smiled. Her smiles were always so… ekhem, well yes. Anyway I sat besides her. She was watching the night sky. Millions of white diamonds on the sky brightly sparkled and the moon gave light to every, even the tiniest snow flake.  Wow, when did I got so cheesy?

“It’s a beautiful night” Ember said

“And the best night” I added “Thank you for being there for me Ember”

“You should listen to me more often” she said with a smirk

“Maybe I should… And from now on I will. Thank you Ember”

Then I felt how she wrapped the scarf around my neck surprising me in a positive way. “No. Thank you…” she replied

We looked at each other for some time. “Ember and Daunty sitting in a tree!”

It were my two sisters singing about us. Oh boy. But Ember only giggled while having a reddest and warmest looking cheeks. Speaking of which, does anybody fell warm right now? No? Only me?



The rest of the family came to join us. We watched the night sky together all night, and even saw two falling stars. Me and Ember both had a wish. What wish? Hi, hi! That is our secret.








Dear Princess Celestia

Today I learned the most important lesson of my life. No matter how bad you’re day is, how bad the situation is, how dark it may be, there will always be someone who loves you and is there for you. Family, friends, you’re love. No matter because there always will be someone there to hold you. To help you. Because Friendship is Magic



You’re faithful Royal Guard

Dauntless Heart
      

      
   