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         Apple Bloom stared in disbelief at the words at the bottom of the page.



TO BE CONTINUED



“What the hay?” She flipped through the rest of the magazine. “Where’s the rest of it?”



“It’ll be in the next issue,” Sweetie Belle said. “That’s what makes Equestrian Adventures Monthly so great! You never know what’s going to happen next in these stories.”



“That was really somethin’. I mean, the volcano’s eruptin’, rocks are fallin’ from the sky, and right before the dragon snaps its jaws—“ She made a sweeping motion with her hoof. “She flies away at the last second!”



“That one was the best! Just when you think you know what’s about to happen, something completely unexpected pops up!”



“There’s just all kinds of stuff in here,” Apple Bloom said, flipping through pages of illustrations. “Pirates, explorers, detectives, inventors… We haven’t been serious enough about earnin’ our cutie marks lately. I’m already gettin’ new ideas!”



“I’m so glad Twilight showed this to me,” Sweetie Belle said. “She said even the first Daring Do story was first published in this magazine.”



“Speakin’ of which, where’s Scootaloo?” Apple Bloom said, looking around. “I bet she’d really like this.”



As if on cue, they heard the buzz of Scootaloo’s wings like a motor as she zoomed up the path. She swerved around, jumped and spun around in midair, and skidded sideways to a halt in the middle of the schoolyard. There was a gleam in her eye, and she seemed to be in an oddly good mood for this early in the morning.



The dust around her settled, and they saw why.



“Now that’s somethin’ unexpected,” Apple Bloom said, rolling up the magazine and passing it back to Sweetie Belle.



“Scootaloo! You got your cutie mark!” Sweetie Belle said with a grin. She slid the magazine into her saddlebag, then galloped over to Scootaloo’s side.



“Whoa!” Apple Bloom trotted over to get a better look at the mark on Scootaloo’s flank. It looked like a single feather, leaving behind a trail of flames. “How’d you get that?”



“You know. By being a totally awesome daredevil and pulling off all kinds of sweet aerial stunts,” Scootaloo said, unfastening her helmet and hanging it over her handlebar. She gave a shrug. “I’ve been perfecting my moves for years now. It was bound to happen sooner or later.”



“Well, yeah, but… really?” Sweetie Belle said.



“Really.”



Apple Bloom couldn’t take her eyes off it. “Aerial stunts? You don’t mean, like… flyin’?”



Scootaloo nodded. “Totally! I mean, I should practically start practicing for the Wonderbolts already.”



“Wow!” Sweetie Belle said. “You’ve gotta show us!”



“I don’t want to show off too much,” Scootaloo said. “Especially not before you guys get your cutie marks, too.”



“It wouldn’t be showin’ off at all,” Apple Bloom said. “We’re real happy for you!”



Scootaloo’s eyes shifted. “It’s just not a great idea right now. Maybe later.”



She leaned her scooter against the fence in its usual spot, and began walking towards the schoolhouse. As they crossed the playground, a few ponies raised their heads and began to gape at her.



“Isn’t that Scootaloo? She got her cutie mark!”



“What is it? Let me see!”



A crowd had started to gather around the three of them, forming a circle and cutting off their path to the front door. Scootaloo’s wings clamped down to her sides, and she shrank back.



Diamond Tiara shoved her way to the front, and glared at Scootaloo’s cutie mark. “What is that supposed to be?”



Scootaloo took a step away. “It’s my cutie mark. Why do you care?”



“She got it when she learned to fly!” Sweetie Belle said. “Scootaloo can do all kinds of cool flying moves like you’d never believe!”



“Uh…” Scootaloo looked over her shoulder, but she was surrounded by her classmates on all sides. She smiled nervously. “Sure do! You should’ve seen me yesterday. I was flying all over the place.”



“And we thought you’d never learn to fly,” Silver Spoon said.



“Better late than never, huh?” Diamond Tiara said. She raised an eyebrow. “Well? Aren’t you going to show us those ‘moves’ of yours?”



Scootaloo went pale. “Well, there’s the thing. You see, uh, I was flying so much that, um, I’m completely exhausted now. I was just about to head inside and sleep through class.”



Apple Bloom turned to her, frowning. “Huh?”



Scootaloo started to trot ahead through the crowd, but Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon blocked her path.



“Come on, Scootaloo,” Sweetie Belle said. “I mean, you’ve gotta do something…”



Scootaloo took a step back. “Uh… I’d better not. I mean, the kind of stunts I’ve been working on are way too mind-blowing to do right here. I’d need a lot more space to move around. And, uh, class is about to start soon anyway.”



Diamond Tiara rolled her eyes. “We haven’t even seen you take your hooves off the ground. Is that cutie mark even real?”



“Of course it is!” Scootaloo said, her voice cracking.



The school bell tolled, and Cheerilee stepped outside. She looked around and spotted the group of foals gathered in the playground.



“Alright, my little ponies! Time for class,” she called out.



Diamond Tiara took one more quick glance at Scootaloo’s cutie mark and then turned away without another word. The crowd dispersed and began to file into the classroom.



Apple Bloom turned back to Scootaloo. “So, uh… If you’ve got all these awesome moves now, how come you aren’t showin’ ‘em off? Thought you’d be itchin’ to rub it in Diamond Tiara’s face after all this time.”



Scootaloo looked away, and scratched her head. “It’s, uh… It’s a long story, alright? I’ll tell you guys after school.”



She turned away and made a dash for the classroom doors. Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle traded a wordless glance, then followed her inside.








The school day seemed to drag on forever. When the bell finally rang, it jolted Sweetie Belle out of her seat. She glanced over at Scootaloo. Usually she would be the first one out of her seat, but today she had to drag herself up onto her hooves, then sulked out the door.



Apple Bloom traded a glance with Sweetie Belle. Together they followed Scootaloo back out into the schoolyard. She headed out to the fencepost where her scooter was still propped up.



“So, ready to tell us what’s up with you and that cutie mark?” Apple Bloom said.



“Come on, Scootaloo. We’re your friends. You can tell us what’s wrong,” Sweetie Belle said.



Scootaloo was quiet for a long time.



“Well…” She scratched her head. She let out a sigh, and continued in a whisper. “The truth is… Last night, I was out in Whitetail Woods. There’s this really cool and totally dangerous off-road trail out there. All kinds of sweet jumps and stuff. It’s a great place to practice my new tricks. So, anyway, I took my scooter over one of those hills, but I lost control. The next thing I knew, I’d let go of my scooter, and I saw it falling away from me. I thought I’d end up in the hospital for sure. But then I realized I wasn’t falling.”



“You mean you were flying?” Sweetie Belle said.



Scootaloo nodded. A trace of a smile had started to come across her face. “Yeah! I couldn’t believe how easy it was. I wish you guys would’ve been there to see it. It was like I’d always known how to do it or something.”



“So how come can’t you do it now?” Apple Bloom asked.



“I, uh… I don’t know. After I found my scooter—I mean, I’m just lucky it didn’t get broken—I tried doing it again, but I just couldn’t remember how,” Scootaloo said. She glanced back at her cutie mark. “If it weren’t for that, nopony would even believe me.”



“Well, that sure is quite a story…” Apple Bloom said. “So what’re you going to do now?”



“Who knows?” Scootaloo said with a shrug. “I knew all my stunt training would pay off eventually, but this is the last thing I expected.”



Sweetie Belle looked down for a moment. Then she blinked. “Wait a second! I nearly forgot!”



She reached back into her saddlebag, dug around for a while, then whipped out the magazine, pushing it into Scootaloo’s face.



“I bet this is just what you need!” Sweetie Belle said, beaming.



“Huh? What…” Scootaloo pushed it away and glanced at the open page. “What is that?”



“It’s the new issue of Equestrian Adventures Monthly. They publish all kinds of cool stories, stuff where you just never know what’s gonna happen, and—“



“Wait, you’re subscribed to that?” Scootaloo said, wrinkling her nose.



“Yeah! Twilight told me about it one time,” Sweetie Belle said. “What’s the matter?”



“I just never thought you were that much of an egghead, is all,” Scootaloo said. She stared blankly at the title of the story. “So, uh, why are you showing me that, anyway?”



“I think you’d really like this story,” Sweetie Belle said, flipping through the pages. “It’s called Fight or Flight, by Golden Flare. It’s one of the best, most exciting stories I’ve ever read!”



“It… is?” Scootaloo said. She shook her head. “I mean, whatever.”



“It’s about this pegasus, like you, and she goes around with her big sister exploring the most dangerous places in Equestria, fighting evil and hunting for treasure. This is just their first adventure, and they’re climbing to the top of a dormant volcano looking for a hidden vault of lost gold.”



“Where are you going with this?” Scootaloo cut in.



“Well, there’s this part at the end where they’re trying to escape the—“



“Don’t tell her that! It’s the best part!” Apple Bloom cut in.



“As if I was ever going to read it anyway,” Scootaloo muttered. She turned away and hopped back up on her scooter. “I need to work on my flying. There had to be something I did differently last time…”



“Well, um, that’s what I was trying to get to,” Sweetie Belle said. “The main character in this story can’t fly at first either. But then, at the last minute, when her sister’s in danger, she’s finally able to pull herself together, figure out how to fly, and save both their lives!”



Scootaloo’s eyes widened. “She uses the adrenaline rush and figures out how at the last minute… I can’t believe I never thought of that! The only reason I could fly last time was because I had to.”



“So what you’re sayin’ is…” Apple Bloom said. “The only way for you to remember how to fly is to put yourself in some dangerous situation that’ll probably get you killed?”



“It’s either that or Diamond Tiara never leaves us alone,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Sounds like a plan to me!” Scootaloo was fastening her helmet. “You girls ready to go? I know just the place!”








Scootaloo had led them over the bridge at the end of town, along the edge of the Everfree Forest, and up a winding mountain path. Sweetie Belle didn’t think she had ever been out here before.



“Where exactly are you taking us?” she asked.



“This is Rambling Rock Ridge,” Scootaloo called back from up ahead. Despite the rising slope as they climbed, her speed hadn’t flagged. “Pretty much the best place for extreme stunts and flying. Just like the mountains they climbed in that story. Except, y’know, real.”



“Huh? Oh. Right,” Sweetie Belle said.



She hadn’t thought Scootaloo actually read a single word of that story. But she still probably hadn’t seen the part about the rockslide, or the swirling high-altitude winds, or the thin mountain air that made it hard to catch your breath. Otherwise she’d probably be less eager to be up here.



Apple Bloom looked over the edge of the cliff, and squinted to see the tiny houses in Ponyville, far off in the distance. “Seems like it’s been forever since we had a real adventure like this.”



“I don’t know,” Sweetie Belle muttered. “Don’t you think it’s a little bit dangerous up here? Why can’t you just go back to Whitetail Woods?”



Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “Of course it’s dangerous. I’m going to need these steep hills to build up some speed before I can take off and fly. What kind of a daredevil would I be if I played it safe all the time?”



“And what if it doesn’t work?” Sweetie Belle said, biting her lip.



“She’s already flown once before. It shouldn’t be that hard the second time,” Apple Bloom said.



“Yeah!” Scootaloo said. She grinned nervously. “I, uh… I think it’s already coming back to me.”



She flapped her wings harder and sped up, then circled back around Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle as they walked at a slow pace. She seemed restless.



Scootaloo swerved around a bend in the narrow path, and Sweetie Belle caught a glimpse of that feather-shaped cutie mark. It was hard to believe, but Scootaloo had actually managed to fly once before. So she’d probably be able to do it again.



“I still can’t believe you finally got your cutie mark and then forgot how,” Apple Bloom said. “How’s that even possible?”



“I mean, it’s kind of like when Rainbow Dash got hers for doing the Sonic Rainboom, right?” Scootaloo said, swerving around a rock in the path. “I mean, this kind of thing even happens to the best ponies. In a way, it’s almost like another sign that we were totally meant to be sisters.”



“I guess so.” Apple Bloom shrugged.



The higher they climbed up the mountain trail, the more Sweetie Belle was reminded of that story. They were a long way from Ponyville now. They might as well be in a remote mountain range out in the far reaches of dragon territory…



“Why didn’t you ask Rainbow Dash to help you practice?” Sweetie Belle said. “You must’ve told her yesterday when you got your cutie mark. I bet she’d love to help you.”



“No way. Are you kidding?” Scootaloo said. “Do you know how embarrassing that’d be? Besides, she, uh… She probably wouldn’t be real happy to hear we came up here alone, anyway.”



Apple Bloom cocked her head. “You still sure you wanna do this?”



“For the last time, of course!” Scootaloo rolled her eyes and sped forward. “Besides, we’re already here.”



The mountain trail ended just ahead. They were at the top of the ridge, and there was nowhere else to go except back down. Sweetie Belle shielded her eyes from the wind as she gazed out towards town.



Scootaloo turned around and positioned herself at the edge of the hill, leaning forward over the handlebars and staring down at the path before her. Her wings twitched with anticipation.



Sweetie Belle was getting nervous just watching her, as if she was the one on the edge of a cliff. What if it didn’t work this time? What if she couldn’t get her wings to work?



For a while, Scootaloo stood there, motionless. It looked like she might be having the same thoughts Sweetie Belle was.



“You can do this, Scootaloo!” Apple Bloom said, forcing a smile and trying to keep her voice from wavering. “We’re right here watchin’.”



“Uh, yeah,” Scootaloo said. She glanced up at the sky. The clouds looked a lot closer when they were up here. Biting her lip, she looked back down at the trail. “Here goes nothing, then.”



Scootaloo’s wings twitched, started to buzz, with a sound like a motor, and she took off down the mountain.



Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle ran to the edge of the ridge to watch her on her way down. She had taken off in a flash and was still gaining more speed as she raced down the slope.



Her scooter weaved between rocks in the narrow path. Several times it seemed like she was about the crash, before swerving away in the nick of time.



She made a sharp turn and did a jump off the ridge, but her back hooves stayed firmly planted on her scooter. She didn’t even attempt a midair spin or flip.



“Probably wasn’t high enough,” Apple Bloom said. “She’ll need a bigger one than that if she’s gonna catch any air.”



“Yeah…” Sweetie Belle muttered.



Scootaloo was poised over her handlebars. Even from this distance, Sweetie Belle could recognize this. Scootaloo was “in the zone,” like she called it sometimes. Whenever she got like this, absolutely nothing could break her concentration.



Sweetie Belle started to gallop along the ridge, trying not to lose sight of her. Apple Bloom followed behind her, and both of them watched Scootaloo as she raced along the rocky trail, still at top speed despite the bumpy road. This was it. It was going to work. It had to.



Her scooter rounded a tight corner. It looked like she wasn’t going to make the turn, like she was going to sail right off the edge of the cliff, but then—



Then she did.



Scootaloo was out of sight. Everything seemed like it had gone silent. Even the wind felt like it had stopped blowing.



“Is… Is she flyin’?” Apple Bloom said, squinting, trying to get a glimpse of her.



“Y-Yeah. I bet she is,” Sweetie Belle said. “Like she did last time.”



They kept watching for a moment. Any moment now, they’d see a spot of orange come zooming through the air.



Apple Bloom frowned. “Maybe we should go down there and see what’s goin’ on?”



The two of them headed down the ridge, struggling to keep their balance as their hooves slid down the steep incline. Sweetie Belle was starting to feel sick. This kind of suspense might be fun to read about, but it wasn’t as great in real life.



They paused at the edge of the cliff, looking down. There was no sign of anypony there.



“She… must’ve flown away then,” Sweetie Belle said, with a nervous grin. “She’s okay!”



A streak of color shot above their heads, blowing their manes in the breeze.



“Don’t worry, I got her!” they heard Rainbow Dash say.



Rainbow swooped down for a landing, holding Scootaloo in her front hooves. Scootaloo’s eyes were wide and unblinking as she looked down at them.



They came in for a landing, and Scootaloo dropped to the ground, poking at the solid ground with her hooves, as if making sure it was really there. Her legs were shaking.



“What the hay was all this about?” Rainbow Dash demanded.



Scootaloo opened her mouth, but was barely able to get the words out. “Rainbow Dash? H-How’d you… find us?” she stammered.



“I was on cloud duty and saw you three heading up here on your own,” she said. “I told you before you’re not ready to take on Rambling Rock Ridge by yourself, remember?”



Scootaloo hung her head. “Sorry…”



“Uh, it was actually our idea, kinda. We were tryin’ to help her remember how to fly!” Apple Bloom said.



“I knew this was a bad idea…” Sweetie Belle muttered under her breath.



“What do you mean ‘remember’ how to fly?” Rainbow said, raising an eyebrow. “You’ve never flown before. I mean, you would’ve told me if you had, right, kid?”



Scootaloo’s eyes darted away. “Uh… I—I mean, I really did think this might work, but… uh…“



“It’s how she got her cutie mark! See?” Apple Bloom said, pointing at Scootaloo’s flank. “I think she wanted to surprise you. She said she got it yesterday when she was practicing out in Whitetail Woods.”



Rainbow Dash stared at Scootaloo’s cutie mark, the feather with the trail of flame, as if she was noticing it for the first time. She stared at it blankly for a few seconds. “When did you have time to do that? We were hanging out all day ‘til dark yesterday, and I’m pretty sure you didn’t have that then.”



Scootaloo was frozen. Speechless.



“Huh? You were? But… then how’d you get it?” Sweetie Belle asked. “You told us the whole story!”



“That’s… all it was,” Scootaloo muttered. She hung her head with a sigh. “I just made up a story. That’s my real talent, after all.”



“Hold up. What’s goin’ on, here?” Apple Bloom said.



“My cutie mark isn’t a feather. It’s a quill,” Scootaloo said. “It actually showed up this morning. When my copy of Equestrian Adventures Monthly came in… and I saw they published my story.”



“Hang on. You don’t mean…”



Sweetie Belle reached back in her saddlebag and pulled out the magazine. She flipped it back to the story she had been reading. Fight or Flight, by Golden Flare. A brand new author for the magazine.



“I used a pen name so nopony would know it was me. I didn’t even think they’d publish it. I definitely never thought you’d read it.”



“That was you?” Sweetie Belle said. “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”



Scootaloo gave a shrug. “Writing that story was fun and all, I guess, but then when I saw I got my cutie mark, I couldn’t believe that it was actually my special talent. It can’t be. I’m supposed to be like Rainbow Dash, not like some egghead.”



“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold up.” Rainbow shook her head. “Nopony ever said you had to grow up to be exactly like me.”



“I know that, but…” Scootaloo kicked at the dust with her hoof. “All I did was just sit around making stuff up. That isn’t exciting or cool at all. That can’t be my talent.”



“Now that definitely ain’t true,” Apple Bloom said. “That was the most bang-up tale I ever read. I thought it was plenty excitin’.”



“Yeah! And now there’s ponies all over Equestria who are going to read it,” Sweetie Belle added. “You’re practically famous now!”



“Or you would be. If you used your real name,” Apple Bloom said.



Scootaloo smiled weakly. “I guess that is kind of nice,” she said. “But it doesn’t change much. I still can’t fly.”



Rainbow Dash put a wing around her. “Just about any pegasus pony can fly. But you? You’ve got your own special talent now. I always knew whatever it turned out to be would be pretty cool.”



“You really think that?”



“Well, uh, I mean, I haven’t actually read your story yet… But I guess it’s probably pretty good,” Rainbow Dash said, scratching her head. “I’m still getting the hang of this big sister pep-talk thing. Give me a break, will ya?”



Scootaloo grinned. She looked out at Ponyville over the edge of the cliff. “How about we go back for now? I’ve got a second chapter to finish!”
      

      
   
      To The Beat


      

      
      
         From this place  where ponies learn

Came a girl, an unicorn.

Not a face to think as friend,

Just a whirl  of books and forms.



´Till the Princess came to call

With concern  for her pupil,

The girl listened to her plea

Face stern, she left that day.



She was given a task in Ponyville,

A place beyond the hills where friendship reigns still.

Overseeing a party in Ponyville,

To welcome with a thrill the Sun reborn anew.



There she met  ponies abound,

Though uneasy at first, soon she found

Every day  a new parade…



She decided to stay in Ponyville,

With friends she never knew, glee never felt until,

A new role she partook in Ponyville,

To learn in Ponyville  of friendship and goodwill.



Hidden like  marvels of old,

Golden crafts that sail  under the sea,

The girl found  wonders untold

Her true role she  got to see.



Never dull was   her time in Ponyville,

With friends steady and true, companions to see through.

New adventures she found in Ponyville,

Tall tales to outdo, and barriers to go through.



There to guard all who live in Ponyville,

Harmony pursue, and the peace ensue.

Always fun was her time in Ponyville,

Stories old and new, things she never knew.








“Please, lady in the big tree.”

“Please, if you only hear me.”

“Please, You need to hear my plea.”

“Please!”



The frantic filly wildly knocked on the door,

And told her tale of  friends playing  on the forest’s floor.

Until a scary thing came running from the trees,

Then she bends, “Please find my friends,” she asked, all in tears.



‘Fore the filly saw the story through

Twily hounded up Spike, her trusty crew

Told to get the girls and follow to,

And was off to Everfree.



With gloomy trees around, a shiver down her spine

Twilight kept calling, told herself they were just fine.

Forgetting how afraid  at first she was in here,

She found a light, went in a flight, to get help from a seer.



Pace by pace approached over the brome,

Her eyes on her goal set, the curious home.

Solemn like when seeing a priceless tome,

Knocked with  shaky knees.



“You did it right  to share your plight, not go alone,

I’ll never let a friend I’ve met face trouble on her own.”

Her help the Zebra then  pledged to the unicorn

When they left, Twi’s hooves were deft, her hope was now reborn.



After her, Twilight went through the door,

As to find the missing foals the zebra swore.

Through her hidden ways Zecora tore.

And the search  did go on,

Go on, go on, ooo








Maybe whimsical, surely unpredictable,

Pinkie’s in a stride.

Knees apinchy, her tail atwitching, so, oh, oh, oh.



Twilight, in a spin, looking down a toothy grin,

Dodges to the side.

But the Grue is fast, and she is too slow, ow, ow, ow.

Just as the jaws on her close again,

A din she can’t explain.



Bang! Bang! Pinkie’s Party Cannon

Went off, all flash and sound.

Click, clack! The Grue, like a phantom,

Was gone, nowhere around.



Ears aflame still, from the monster’s ghastly shrill,

Everything still riles,

But Twilight is glad, in her face it shows, oh, oh, oh.



And then, all concern, wonders if she sighted them,

Pinkie is all smiles,

Saying no one else  is at risk right now, oh, oh, oh.

Just as the omnious words are then said

A claw comes in a shred.



Clang! Clang! Pinkie’s Party Cannon

Was hit, the girls behind.

Piff! Poof! They glow purple, lambent,

And fade, just like the wind.



A head through the brush, muzzle clamped in a hush,

The two girls confide,

Twilight thinks the danger too great quite now, oh oh oh



Mumbling what to say, looks at Pinkie and tells her they

Should stay side by side.

She calls her silly and says  she’ll be fine alone.

Twirling a hammer all knees she flex,

“I borrowed it from Max”.



Clip, clop! A pink cloud was shrinking

Where she has just stood.

Plink, plink! Twilight’s left there blinking

Her gaze upon the woods.



Pinkie Pie was off.








She’s working all day long

Harvesting apples, face aglow.

And though she’s jolly strong

She should be tired, though you know



When granny and brother she sees,

Her sister jump at her knees,

She feels she can  go on.



So when one day she found

Her friend’s dragon  gasping, inbound

Didn’t think twice ‘fore comin’ round

Help bring the children  safe and sound.



‘Cause of her sister she thought

How for her she would have fought

Be it with mind or brawn.



She went home,

Told all her folk not to wait.

And was gone,

To the Everfree went a-straight, straight, yes.



Her lasso all set, she roams,

Hat down on her brow, clearing ground.

After the cows go home

She’d still be goin’  like a hound.



‘Cause when she promises you

Sure as hay she will come through

Her word is always true, oh.



At last the Sun’s coming down,

The shadows turn green to brown,

And she lets out a groan.



Can’t stop now,

Time’s a-wasting, she moves.

Through she’ll plough

‘Case it all rests on her hooves, hooves, yes.



She feels a bad hunch loom,

Those kids, their families, mighty afraid.

And think of Apple Bloom,

Her mind aforetime has been made.



For though a hard day it’s been,

Before the night can begin,

She wants to bring them back,

She’ll do before they crack,

She sure ain’t gonna slack.








There she was spinning and grinning

As through the clouds she flew.

Her task of wiping and thinning

Did with slides and screws.

Their jaws were hanging

As they watched  Rainbow go.



“Hey there! What you doing?”

Came her voice above the clouds.

She came down homing and cruising,

Below  she parts the crowds.

To the filly and Spike she glided,

“Who is this and why did she cry?”



She hears the story and smiles,

Grinning swings her mane.

“Ooo, boy, yeah!

Time to be a hero again.

Come on, come on, come on, come on, Spike.”

Her eyes beam out a cold, hard gleam.



Spike then raises  an eyebrow,

Rainbow still misses the ball.

Hat and cape  he pulls out,

Rainbow seems to recall.

Her face is glowing like an apple,

“Guess I almost  let you down.”



Telling  she’ll be serious,

Her glance has a warmer gleam, now.

Her smile ain’t anymore mysterious,

Eyes her weather team.

She nods at Ditzy and then Lizzie,

“Girls we have a mission, it seems.”








There Spike is hasting, racing.

The filly is chasing.



The white unicorn did stitch a brim

When Spike came to her door.

A little filly was with him,

And her tears came in a pour.

She pulled them all in, brought a teapot,

And soon got them  cups of tea.



She heard her tale of missing friends

And prepared to join the quest.

But with one look her thought she mends

For now she knew  what would be best.

A hoof up, she  calls Sweetie,

Her little sis  comes to help.



No place for tears now,

The crusader knows it best.

To straighten that brow,

Go go go, go.



While the big sister packs her things

With Sweetie goes the kid.

From the little bag of bits she brings

They get all that they need.

Sweetie and her friends  haul the filly,

She recalls  how to smile.



The tears are gone,

Rarity’s in joy, and then

Prepares to move on,

To go out now.



Praise comes from the filly’s lips

But Rarity shrugs that off,

Smiles and tells the kid a bag of bits

Buys neither friends nor love.

Prim and proper, checks her clothing,

Going with  gleaming curls.



To join the girls, girls,

And find the kids, oh.








When Fluttershy her garden tends

Around her flock her critter friends

The joy that spreads from them  warms like the sunshine.



Then breaking up the spell

The filly, Spike, and Belle

Arrive then with the news  of friends mislaid.



She asks where the friends got lost,

And when the filly points at last,

The yellow pony’s eyes  open like saucers.



Her legs are barely stead,

She runs under her bed,

And whispers faintly after  she has fled,

“Not in Everfree.”



Her bunny then  wallops her,

Her critters then  implore,

Her bunny then  consoles her,

Then Fluttershy gets off the floor.



With courage on her gaze a last

She says  she will find those lost,

And begs them to forgive  how weak she has been.



As grovels Fluttershy

A claw then Spike holds high,

And tells her that she does not  need to change,

“You’re fine as you are.”



Off goes Fluttershy,

Her head now held high.

Off goes Fluttershy,

Her head now held high.








By the trees, all nine ponies met out in the breeze.

Swapping notes that every heart there freezes.

Oh, where might be, no one here sees.



Falling out, in this place where monsters roam about.

But there’s no time anymore for doubt,

So, gingerly, they pick a route.



And still, nopony talks,

Staring rocks, all heads are down.

Their fear  can be felt

Like a belt  weighing them down.



Brokenly, they begin the long walk back to town.

To get help, a larger search then mount.

Oh, what to say? Then suddenly



They hear  from the sky

Comes a cry  of joy, not pain.

Hearts fly  as they stare,

Spike is there, atop a crane.



Hooves ablaze  they run happily out of that maze,

As when yesterday  they played like craze.

And follow Spike  out of their haze...








To learn that even the smallest of us

Can be there when we need it a lot.

That was the lesson that without a fuss

All those ponies are glad they were taught.



While  they tail Spike  on his merry way  out the woods.

They  follow Spike  to a little house  by the woods.

As  they arrive, all of them can see, by the brook.



By the front garden the kids, on the ground,

Running circles ‘round a bear, they zoom.

And to the side a white bunny with a frown

With Sweetie, Scots and Apple Bloom.



Then, with a cry, all the ponies run  to the kids.

And  seem to fly, as the ponies run  to the kids.

As with teary eyes, and a crazy dash, meet the kids.



Hugging, heaving, the grownups,

All have a smile on their lips.

To the dragon they line up,

How did you bring all the kids?



Rubbing his neck he just points at the bear,

Yes he brought them, but it’s nothing  to blow high.

It was the bear, Spike just followed and sweared

That the bear would  never harm  a fly.



Still, the kids all  sing and dance around  little Spike.

And  with a squall  toss and heave around  little Spike.

Then  while cheering high, ponies are all there  tossing Spike.



Giving critters a wide grin,

And the Crusaders his thanks,

He calls all them around him,

“I had some help from my friends.”



And  the time flies  as the ponies play  out of joy.

Then  see the skies  colors, all, display  with a boom.

And  for the day  gonna play away  and then some.

Yes, gonna stay  ‘til it’s time for bed  back at home,

‘Til it’s time to get  the kids home.








Spike and Pinkie bow together drawing a long round of applause from the five ponies in front of them.



“Whatcha think? Was it fun?” Pinkie pie slips out of her one pony band gear and garb before the other five ponies can even open their mouths, and continues, “Because I had a lot of fun!”



“Well, it was that too. And quite catchy, wasn’t it, girls?” Twilight looks around, three smiling faces nodding in concert at her.



“Catchy? Catchy? It was awesome! Did you hear that part where I …” Rainbow Dash spins in the air, reenacting her part and only missing the horsehead statue due to Twilight moving it out of the way.



“She’d find a dinner call amazin’ if it made her sound cool,” starts Applejack.



“Hey, I heard that!”



“But,” Applejack continues, ignoring the interruption, “it was mighty nice.”



“I agree, darling,” says Rarity. “And the melody. Not too fast nor too slow, old sounding with modern overtures. I can already see an outfit to go with it, modelled after a classic admiral suit but decorated with gems.”



“Oh, no, no, no. I only did the words. The music is from an old band,” says Pinkie, her smile never faltering.



“Yeah.” Spike walks toward Rarity. “They have a strange name, something about the beat.”



“Who the what now?” Rainbow Dash floats down. “I thought I knew all rock bands around.”



“Oh, you wouldn’t know them,” says Pinkie, her certainty drawing from Twilight a glance that promises later questions.



Fluttershy smiles back at Pinkie. “It was nice. The words, I mean. But, uh, who are Max and Lizzie?”



[Author’s note: song list follows in white.]



Yellow Submarine

Help!

Maxwell’s Silver Hammer

A Hard Day’s Night

Dizzy Miss Lizzy

Can’t Buy Me Love

Don’t Ever Change

Yesterday

With A Little Help From My Friends
      

      
   
      A Basilisk For One


      

      
      
         I was filing the last of Golden Oaks' new fiction shipment when the floor shuddered and a book dropped on my head.



"Ow!" I said, flailing my claws as I overbalanced. Stars exploded in my vision. I stumbled backward and sat down hard.



"Spike?" Twilight called down the stairs. "I think I just felt an earthquake. Are you alright?"



"Ah'm fine," I said automatically, struggling back to my hooves. I blinked and looked down, and my hat fell over my eyes. I pushed it back, along with a lock of golden hair. 



I stared at my hoof.



"Or," I said weakly, "maybe I ain't?"



Twilight's head popped out from the upstairs doorway. "Spike?" Her eyes widened. "Applejack? What are you doing here? Where's Spike?"



I shook my head in an effort to clear the disorientation. "Ah think…ah…" My gaze fell on the book on the floor, and reality began to assert itself. "Oh, right! Ah just swung by ta check out that encyclopedia of root-rot treatments I asked ya to special-order from the Canterlot Archives. Must have pulled it half off the shelf when the quake hit." I gripped the top edge of the cover in my teeth, making certain to pull my lips back to keep from getting it damp, and set it carefully down on the table.



Twilight blinked. "That's right! And I told Spike he could go to the market after he finished his filing. I figured he'd tell me when he was leaving, though." She opened her wings and flew downstairs. "How's the orchard doing?"



"It'll be right as rain once ah get Zecora to mix up the recipe on page…" I trailed off as I opened the book.



"On page what?" Twilight landed behind me and glanced over my shoulder. "Hey, that's not an encyclopedia."



I stared down, puzzled. "What's a Darin' Do story doin' in your agriculture section?"



Twilight squinted, checked the cover, and flared her horn to flip a few pages, looking equally lost. "I don't recognize this one. Wait—is she teaming up with Ahuizotl? I've read all the novels! She's never done that!"



I looked back at the shelf I had been standing underneath. "Huh. There ain't any books missing from the shelves there, either."



Twilight gasped, eyes lighting up. "Then this must be the new one! The Canterlot Archives must have messed up and sent us a review copy instead of your encyclopedia!" She began to trot in place. "Ohmigosh, Rainbow Dash is just going to flip! It's not even out for two more weeks! Hold everything, Applejack, I need to read this!" She pushed me aside and sat down in front of the book, enthusiasm lighting her eyes, her horn flaring out as she began riffling through the pages.



I sighed, rubbed my head, and walked around the room. There was no arguing with her when the book addiction hit. Maybe if I checked the filing desk, I could do some research and find a different root-rot cure on my own.



Still, there was a question gnawing at the corner of my brain that wouldn't go away. I walked back up to her as she flipped another page, and prodded her lightly on the shoulder. "One thing don't make sense, though, Twilight…are they in the habit of teleportin' stories straight to the middle of your aisles?"



"No, they send special orders via bookfire to…" 



Twilight's smile died away as the implications hit. She pulled herself away from the book, then surveyed me, blinking rapidly. "Spike?"



"No, ah…" I started automatically, but the words died on my lips. There was something weird, some mismatching memory, right back before the book had hit, but…"Ah…don't think…"



"What were you doing before the book fell on you?"



"Walkin' here, of course," I said automatically, then frowned. "But that ain't what ah remember. Ah was filin' things."



"I think we'd better find Spike," Twilight said slowly. With one last reluctant glance at her new novel, she closed the cover. "Or, as the case may be, Applejack. Why don't you check the market while I teleport to Sweet Dragon Acres?"



"Ta where?"



Twilight blinked rapidly. "What did I just say?"



"Sweet Dragon Acres. Ya know, 'steada—" I furrowed my brow, chasing a suddenly elusive memory—"Sweet…Dragon…Acres."



Twilight stood still for a moment, then turned with a grim face to the display case against the stairway wall, opening it up and lifting the Elements of Harmony out. "Discord."



I trotted up. "Now hold up, Twi. He's in Saddle Arabia this week with the Princesses, remember? They said some travel would do him good, and he made a Pinkie Promise not ta cause any mischief while he was gone."



"I don't care. He found some loophole, obviously, and we can't let him get away with…whatever he did."



"He made a Pinkie Promise, Twi. Not even Discord's gonna break a Pinkie Promise. Besides, does this seem like somethin' he'd do? Cause this sorta chaos and then not even be around to laugh at it?"



Twilight's muzzle contorted. Then she let out a deep sigh and put the Elements back down. "I guess not. Besides, the last time this sort of swap happened, it was pony magic—that unfinished spell of Starswirl's."



"You weren't castin' anything upstairs, were ya?"



"No, I was reviewing some schedule assignments for this year's Winter Wrap-Up." Twilight frowned. "But who else could it have been?"



"Some librarian in Canterlot? Might explain the book, too."



Twilight's horn shimmered, her eyes flared white, and she stared for a moment at the Daring Do story. "No. There's no spell-activation residue on the book, like there would be if it had activated a remote enchantment when it hit you; and a dweomer with an effect this powerful would need to be triggered from far closer than the capital."



"This don't seem like the kinda spell Rarity would be castin', though, and there ain't any other unicorns in town half as strong as you two."



"So it's a visitor to town, then."



"Or Spike's sister an' her friends. You know how Snapdragon an' Sweetie Belle get when they get ta foolin' with magic."



"Or some ancient artifact activating nearby. Or an alchemical effect, which wouldn't leave residue." Twilight paced as she talked; I could almost see the gears whirring in her brain. "If it's not a spell…do you think it's a prank? Sure, Discord's gone, but this seems like the sort of thing Pinkie Pie would find hysterical, too."



I stopped to listen. "She ain't within giggling range, neither. Ah don't think it's her."



"It sure would be useful if she was here, then," Twilight said. "Her Pinkie Sense would make it much simpler to figure this out."



I looked at Twilight and nodded.



Twilight glanced around, as if tracing a sound I couldn't hear. She looked back at me, still seeming distracted. There was an awkward pause.



I cleared my throat. "Ah agree," I said.



"Sorry, I just lost my train of thought for a moment there."



"Ain't no thing. But we should—"



WHAM! The front door burst open.



"DON'T TOUCH THE STORIES!" Pinkie Pie bellowed at the top of her lungs.



She stood in the doorway, chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath, water trickling from her body and mane to form a little puddle on the floor. There were some strands of pondweed in her mane.



"Oh, hey, Pinkie," I said. "We were just talkin' aboutcha."



"Something weird is happening," Twilight said, then paused and looked her up and down. "Weirder than whatever it is you normally get up to, anyway. I'm glad you're here. We need your help."



Pinkie dashed around the library, glancing around corners and under chairs and on top of bookshelves. "Where are they? Where are they?"



I exchanged a glance with Twilight. "Where're what?"



"The stories! We can avoid all this if—" Her face contorted into an exaggerated grimace. "Twitchy tail! Twitchy tail! Itches of twitches!"



We all dove for cover. Long seconds passed in tense silence.



Twilight cautiously floated a mirror over to her position under the table. She aimed it at the ceiling and shifted it around, checking for objects poised to fall. "Pinkie, you know I trust your Pinkie Sense, but are you certain—"



Pinkie gasped and tensed. "Oh no! It's even worse! DOOZY!" she shouted. "No—the DOOZIEST!"



I raised an eyebrow. "Pinkie…you ain't even shakin' all over."



That's when the earthquake started in earnest.



The three of us scrambled under the table to join Twilight, screaming and huddling together. The library lurched and swayed. Bookshelves teetered and toppled over. In the kitchen, we heard plates and bowls crashing to the floor. Then gravity itself seemed to lurch sideways, and we slid down the slope of the floor, scrambling for hoofholds. The room abruptly tilted the opposite direction, sending books—and us—flying like confetti bits in a snowglobe. Finally, the tremors subsided, and we lay on the floor, groaning.



"At least that's over with," I said—just as twenty or so books appeared out of thin air, and proceeded to slam down on my head as if fired from a cannon.



I came slowly back to my senses to find Pinkie Pie hurriedly scooping those books up. I reached toward one of the new titles, but she swatted my hoof away and slammed the stack of stories into a big cardboard box. Her hoof danced over the surface as she counted. "Nineteen … twenty," she said, then slammed the box-top shut and sighed in relief. "That should be all of them." Her face brightened up for the first time that day. "We're safe again! Yay!"



Twilight sighed. "Good to know. Maybe now, Pinkie—since you seem to know what's going on—we can get some answers?"



Pinkie bared her teeth in a grin. A single drop of sweat trickled down her forehead. "Mmmmaybe?"



Twilight crossed her forehooves. "This is important, Pinkie. I think we deserve some answers. Especially poor Applejack here. While I deeply appreciate everything my faithful assistant has done ever since Princess Celestia had me adopt her from the orphanage…" Twilight blinked and pressed her hoof to her forehead. "See, I remember that, but it all feels wrong, and her memories are messed up too. I don't need to tell you how much trouble there was the last time that ponies switched their roles around, is all I'm saying."



Pinkie shuffled her hooves. "There might be a problem there. Maybe. But just a little one! If you'll play let's-pretend-everything's-okay for a little while, I Pinkie Promise I'll take care of it."



Twilight looked around the library, lit her horn, and levitated the new Daring Do book from the mess on the floor. "Just a guess, but does it have anything to do with this hitting her on the head?"



Pinkie's eyes bugged out.



In a single motion, she was back at the cardboard box, yanking books out. Her pupils shrank, and she drew in a long gasp. She pulled a library book out of the stack of mystery books—complete with Dewy decimal code and a title card hanging limply out of the side.



"No…" she breathed. Her head swiveled back to Twilight. "Did you read it? Did you read it?"



"Well, not all the way through yet, but—"



"Aaaaaaaagh!" Pinkie screamed, hooves whipping up to the side of her heads. She danced in place for a moment, then whirled toward me. "We may have one last chance. Spike! Quick! Where was The Prestidigitator's Guide To Perfectly Timed Entrances filed?"



"Uh, ah ain't Spike—"



Pinkie's hooves gripped my shoulders. "Tell me!"



"Third bookshelf on the left, second shelf up, yellow cover," I immediately said.



Pinkie was at the loose pile of books in front of what used to be that bookshelf in a single bound. She plunged her head into the mound, yanked a bright yellow hardbound out of the pile, kick-flipped it into midair, and dashed toward the door. The book vanished into her mane as she passed through it. "Remember, DON'T TOUCH THE BOOKS!" she shouted. "Don't read them, don't look at them, and especially don't put anything into them!"



Pinkie zipped out through the door, with speed lines leaving quickly fading chromatic tints hanging in the air behind her. Silence hung alongside them for a moment. The door swung shut with an anticlimactic creak.



"Well," I said, "that was sure weird. Reckon that ain't the end of it, though. We oughta keep tryin' to figure this out."



"That wasn't the Prestidigitator's Guide," Twilight mumbled.



"Huh?"



"You pointed her at The Illusionist's Guide To Perfectly Timed Entrances. The Cutie Mark Crusaders destroyed the Prestidigitator's Guide a few weeks ago, remember? I ordered a replacement but they didn't have any more copies."



I sighed, rolled my eyes, and hoofed at the carpet of books for emphasis. "Twi, don't we have more important things ta think about?"



"This is important! I read the Illusionist's Guide when it came in, and Wanda Believe is a complete hack! Quill and Tiller wrote about ways for even earth ponies and pegasi to tap into the natural magical undercurrents of the world—but Wanda's book was just some pseudomystical road-apples about synchronizing yourself with magical perceptual shifts! Ley-line-of-sight theory was conclusively disproven centuries ago—"



I started sifting through the book piles. "Twilight!"



"—and while Wanda's methods might unintentionally work for unicorns, who are already attuned to spell currents and can perform subconscious compensation for the deficits in her theories, earth ponies like Pinkie…" she trailed off, staring over my shoulder. "Huh. That wasn't there a few minutes ago."



I looked over my shoulder, then did a double-take. Among the many bookshelves that had fallen down in the second earthquake were the ones in the alcove halfway up the stairwell, along the outer edge of the library. At the back of the alcove was a simple, square wooden door, about half our height, set flush into the wall.



We walked up to the one-and-a-halfth floor, peering at the portal. I prodded it with a hoof. It creaked open to reveal a dim, fleshy tunnel, stretching off toward a barely visible light.



"Eugh!" I backpedaled away from the chthonic passage. "What is that?!"



"Interesting," Twilight murmured. "It appears to travel through a dimension at right angles to our own, since clearly this tunnel doesn't pass through the space outside the library." She leaned in and sniffed. "It smells vaguely like grapes."



"Alright, Twi, you know what? This is gettin' weirder by the second. Ah think we'd better take a deep breath, go get alla our friends—"



Twilight crouched and started shimmying into the tunnel. "No time. C'mon, Applejack!"



With a strangled cry, I lunged forward, bit down hard on her tail, and hauled her back into the library. "Twilight! What do ya think yer doing?!" I shouted, muffled, through a muzzleful of hair.



Twilight yelped as she was jerked backward, then flicked her tail away from my mouth and gave me a wounded look. "Investigating, like you said we should."



"This is different!"



She thumped the doorway with a hoof. "Well, it's clearly not a book, and Pinkie Pie didn't give us any warnings about strange extradimensional tunnels."



"Ya ever stop to think maybe a Pinkie Pie warning ain't the only reason not to do somethin'?"



"Think logically, Applejack! You said it yourself, this is getting stranger by the second. Pinkie rounded up those books, but what if more appear? How much longer are we willing to let this weirdness spread before we can understand it enough to deal with it? If we wait long enough to round up all of our friends, how much worse is it going to get?"



"But if we charge in without understandin' what's going on—"



"How are we going to understand something like this without charging into it? We need answers, Appleja…Spike." She touched a hoof to my shoulder and smiled. "We handled Sombra's door. We can handle this, right?"



"But—ah—" I spluttered. I'd never been the eloquent one, and just because the sensible answer seemed obvious in my head didn't mean it was easy to convince my friends with. I looked desperately around the library in vain hopes that the earthquake had made our argument moot by sending our friends galloping toward us. "Twilight…ah, consarn it!" This last was shouted at her rear end as it wriggled fully into the strange tunnel. 



I grabbed my saddlebags and lasso and hurtled myself into the moist, squishy flesh of the passageway, crawling double-time after her. "Land's sake, Twilight! At least stick together!"



Behind us, the door slammed shut.



We had just enough time to look over our shoulders at the new and ominous darkness before gravity shifted. We plummeted forward toward the light, scrambling fruitlessly for hoofholds in the slick tunnel, screaming our heads off—







"—itself is at stake!" Pinkie Pie says.



Where am I? It's dark. There's a weird, oblong window, like looking out through the eyehole of a ghost costume. In that window—



Pinkie Pie is facing me, shaking my shoulders intently. She is dripping wet, and has a panicked expression on her face. We are in Sugarcube Corner.



I am also Pinkie Pie. I smile back at her—



Wait, what?



I shake my head in the darkness. I am Applejack. I am disoriented. I glance back through the window, and everything falls into place. I am also Pinkie Pie—



I smile back at the wet me who just burst into my kitchen. "That's great! Because when we get it fixed we'll be able to have the biggest party ever!"



"But it's not GOING to be fixed! Didn't you feel that earlier? The dooziest of all doozies! It wasn't even a ME doozy, it was an EVERYTHING doozy!"



"Hmm." I tap my hoof to my chin. "Nope. I'm pretty sure you felt the doozy. I was here baking."



"Nngggh!" Wet Me pulls at her mane with her hooves. "Slightly More Clueless Me, for once, would you listen? This is serious!"



"Applejack?" I say in response.



I blink in surprise. I didn't say that. But it came from my mouth.



Also surprised, I pull back from the screen and stare around the darkness. It's completely featureless. I lean forward again.



"What was that?" Wet Me says.



"Twilight?" I ask, focusing on my muzzle, shaping words from the darkness and pushing them through my mouth with a hint of a Badlands twang. "Is that you?"



"No," Wet Me says. "It's—" She gasps. "They found it! Pinkie, you've got to stop them!"



"Sort of," my mouth says, voice a little lower than usual. "Listen. I think we're both in Pinkie Pie's brain." There's a short pause. "Ooooh," my mouth says in its usual tone, and giggles. "It tickles when they do that!"



Wet Me grabs me by the sides of the head and pulls my face in, muzzle almost touching mine, looking more serious than I've ever seen her. "Twilight. Spike. You have to stop this. Walk away now—just walk away. The more you meddle, the worse it gets."



"But we can't just leave—" my mouth starts, then clamps shut. I wave a hoof frantically. After a moment, I unclench my jaw. "Girls?" my mouth says in my usual bright chirp. "Do you mind if I handle this one?"



My mouth says "Go ahead, Pinkie." There's an expectant silence. I assume control of my muzzle for a moment. "Uh, sure?"



"Great!" I say. I bring my hooves up to Wet Me's shoulders and smile sweetly. "Don't be silly, Allegedly Wiser Me. Didn't we learn anything from Season 2, Episode 20?"



Wet Pinkie Pie stares at me for a moment as she does mental math. 



"It's About Time."



Her hair begins to wilt. "But this isn't—"



"Up-bup-bup!" I put a hoof onto her mouth. "Even without getting into the thorny issues raised by questions of predestination, you have to acknowledge that your presence here assumes a number of necessary preconditions, and were you capable of influencing them in any significant regard, breaking that causal chain would do more existential damage than anything you're accusing them of."



"Slightly More Clueless Me, if you'll just listen—"



"You remember this conversation too, don't you? From the other perspective."



"But—"



"Doooooooon't you?" I lean forward.



She sighs. "Yes."



"So, no, I'm not going to stop them, for the same reason that you remember back when you were me." 



She stares into my eyes earnestly. "But that reasoning is based on a faulty interpretation of the danger. This isn't a paradox problem, it's—"








In the background, a little timer went ding.



With a sickening lurch, darkness reclaimed me. Then my inner ears went crazy. I flailed around as my body was pulled in seventeen directions at once. Light exploded into my eyes, and the wind wrapped itself around me, and as two screams intermingled in the chilly morning air, Twilight and I plummeted toward the levee above Ponyville Reservoir.



"AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH—Oof!" We hit the ground, knocking the wind out of us, and bounced down the slope to plunge into the icy water with an enveloping splash. I flailed to the surface, coughing and spitting, and dragged myself back up onto the shore, chest heaving for air.



Twilight recovered first. "Wings," she said, shoving drenched bangs out of her face and stretching out her waterlogged extra limbs. "I keep forgetting about those."



I took a few extra gasps and then reached up to wring out my hat. "Why do ah keep listenin' to your fool ideas?"



"That portal took us inside Pinkie Pie's head. Do you know what this means, Applej—Spike?"



"A metaphysiological can o' worms that ain't none of us equipped to deal with?"



"Answers, my faithful assistant. Answers."



"Seriously, Twi, ah've seen a world that no mare should see."



"I, for one, intend to fix you." She smacked a hoof down on the ground with a wet plop. "We're going back in there."









Our second time, we went in prepared—or at least as prepared as we were going to get. I put on a miner's helmet, and Twilight brought a glowstone. We both clipped on climbing harnesses, and I tied two separate lengths of rope between us. She put on a saddlebag full of various meters and detectors. I packed a towel.



Twilight wanted to bring the books that Pinkie Pie had boxed up. I argued against it. The debate became moot when we couldn't find the box where we'd last seen it on the library floor.



I tied a tight slipknot around the mysterious portal's inner doorknob as we passed through, and spooled out the rope little by little as we inched forward through the tunnel. When the door slammed shut behind us, I jerked the rope taut. Neither of us was entirely surprised when it suddenly went slack and we plummeted through the tunnel like before.



The light at the far end hurtled toward us, but it seemed weaker, more diffuse. Then it was upon us—







—I am back in the darkness, featureless except for the big window of light. It's a solid square of muted dark grey, with nothing but the word "ERROR" in thin red letters.



I pull back from the window. I fumble for my body. Saddlebags and straps—a rope, into the darkness—



I tug at the rope, twice, sharply.



The rope tugs back—








The tug broke me out of my trance. I fumbled for my headlamp. The darkness receded, leaving a wet and meaty room in its place, with some sort of screen embedded into most of one wall, and a tiny tunnel in the ceiling leading out into darkness.



Nearly within hoof's-reach, Twilight Sparkle was fumbling with her pouch to pull her glowstone out. Our eyes met. We nodded at each other, then looked around.



"Pinkie Pie's brain," she said. "Who'd have ever thought?"



"Not a lot here," I said, taking a cautious step forward on the slippery surface.



"Applejack. Be nice." Twilight blinked and pressed her hoof to her forehead. "Spike. Apple…Spike."



I looked slowly around the featureless walls of meat. Not entirely featureless—on a side wall was a little silver plaque that read "ANTECHAMBER OF BLATANT METAPHOR". I looked back at the grey screen, getting a little queasy. "That error there don't seem right. Ya don't think somethin' happened to her, do ya?"



Twilight frowned. "I think if something did, we wouldn't have been able to come here. But you're right, that is odd."



"Maybe she's blockin' us out. She did know we'd be comin', ah think."



"I certainly hope not. She's been friends with Spike long enough to know how important Honesty is."



"Well," I said, double-checking my ropes and looking up at the entrance tunnel, "not much more to do here. I reckon we'd best figure out how to get back."



"Or," Twilight said, pointing, "we could just go through that door in the back wall."



"What d—oh."



By the time I walked over to the door labeled "TOTALLY NONSUSPICIOUS AND WELCOMING PLACE OF HARMLESSNESS," Twilight already had tested the doorknob and found it unlocked. I leaned in toward the sign and squinted. "HAZARDOUS MATERIALS ARCHIVE" appeared to have been recently erased from the sign, with only faint discolorations remaining around the former edges of the letters.



I put a hoof on her shoulder. "Seriously, Twi, we gotta stop 'fore somepony gets hurt."



"Up-bup-bup! Science!" she said cheerfully. Then she gave me a more serious look, and said quietly, "I did see the sign, Applespike. I'm not stupid. But this is Pinkie Pie—she wouldn't hurt her friends."



I sighed. "Ah sure hope so."



Twilight pushed open the door, and we stepped through into a small, well-lit metallic room. There were only two things on the floor: a familiar cardboard box, and a rolled-up parchment that looked like it had some sort of diagram on it.



Twilight lifted a hoof in front of me, halting at the very edge of the room. She lit her horn. The box shimmered and lifted into the air, its lid swinging open. It was full of the mysterious books that had appeared during the earthquakes.



"Ah'm pretty sure ah don't want to think about how she got those books in here," I said, head already starting to hurt.



"Then don't. I'm pretty certain they're just symbolic representations," Twilight said, closing the box and setting it down. She trotted up to the map and unrolled it with a hoof.



"Ah'm not feelin' particularly symbolic," I said, patting my chest.



"Hm."



I sighed again. Most likely, the best I could hope for at this point was to let this play out and keep Twilight from getting into too much trouble. "Where we goin'?"



She pointed. "The Tree of Knowledge seems like a good target."



"But it's behind the Chamber of Climactic Confrontation."



"So much the better! Plus, that's right next door."



"No, it ain't. It's next to the Crucible of Bad Decisions."



"Which is the only exit from the Antechamber of Blatant Metaphor. Plus—" Twilight pointed—"that door right there says CHAMBER OF CLIMACTIC CONFRONTATION. So let's go."



"Already?" Pinkie Pie said, looking over our shoulders at the map. "What's the hurry?"



We yelped and spun around.



"P-p-pinkie?" I said. "How'd you get here?!"



"Through there, silly!" She smiled and pointed behind her at the open door of the the Antechamber of Implied Paradox. "So how're you enjoying the Far Side?"



"The what?"



"The Far Side of the Wall!"



"Ah thought this was your brain?" I said weakly.



"Nopers! That's just the easiest way to get here." She clopped her hooves excitedly. "I've always wanted to bring my friends through! We can do so many fun things here! Infinite fun things, girls, you have no idea!"



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "So how come the other you tried to stop us?"



"Oh, that?" Pinkie waved a hoof at the box of books. "I think she just got scared about those. C'mon, let's leave them behind! I can take you to the Hall of Literally Unimaginable Awesome Offscreen Parties and the Happy Ending of Pleasant Eternal Ignorance!"



Twilight gave Pinkie an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry, Pinkie, I really am. But the only reason we're here is to figure out what's happening with those books."



Pinkie bit her lip. Her smile fell away.



"Twilight," she said quietly, "can I level with you?"



"Of course you can, Pinkie," Twilight said, looking earnestly into her friend's eyes.



"I didn't believe what Older Wiser Me said, so I read one of the books. Just one. She said there was a single book in that box that wasn't dangerous to me, and if I read it I could explain to you everything you needed to know, but I couldn't let you touch any of them." Pinkie swallowed. "She said that she remembered not believing Older Wiser Me, just like I didn't believe her…and she remembered reading the book, just like I did…but she was very specific that she never let you put your hooves on any of them. I'm…I'm gonna go off-script here." Pinkie's voice grew faint. "I don't wanna lie to my friends, so I'm gonna give you that book to read."



Twilight pulled Pinkie into a hug. "Thank you, Pinkie. That means a lot. I won't break your trust."



"But you have to understand," Pinkie said urgently, "that according to Older Wiser Me, the other books are basilisks."



"Say what?" I interjected. "Ah'm pretty sure I know what a basilisk is, Pinkie, and those lizards ain't made outta paper."



Twilight tilted her head. "I think she's using the term in its information theoretical context," Twilight said.



"Right."



I stared back and forth between them. "Still lost."



"A 'basilisk' refers to a concept which causes harm to you simply by being communicated to you and being thought about," Twilight said. "It's a hypothetical construct popularized by author Drayvid Langpferd. Philosophy students and speculative writers love to construct fanciful tales about them. However, unlike actual basilisks, they don't, and can't, exist. The very idea is ridiculous."



Pinkie hoofed the ground and looked away. "Older Wiser Me did seem pretty sure. She said simply reading those books could lead to, quote, catastrophic existential catastrophe, and she even said it with the italics."



"And when one 'a these books hit me in the head, that's when I got changed?" I asked.



"Nope actually! That was the 'safe' one."



Twilight blinked. Then she broke into a wide smile.



"Well! In that case," she said, "I can solve all of our problems, and I might not even have to read the book that the other you didn't want me to read."



Pinkie Pie blinked. "You can?"



"It's very simple," Twilight said smugly. She lit her horn and opened up the box. "Which one's 'safe'?"



"The…the green one on top," Pinkie said.



Twilight floated it out of the box and toward herself, deliberately keeping the spine toward the ground so we couldn't see the title, and opened it to the first page, averting her eyes from the text. "It's an application of simple logic!" she said proudly. "The other Pinkie Pie warned us against putting anything inside the books, right? That implies that the books contain the power to consume things. And it's the other books that are the existential danger, right? So what if we take one of those books," and Twilight grabbed another of the stories from the box, "and—hnnh!—put it inside—"



A faint tang of existential finality reverberated through my bones. With the lingering scent of grapes, history changed.



Pinkie's body spasmed, and she staggered backward. Recognition sparked in her eyes.



"Nooooooo!" she yelled, flinging herself forward in a tackle. "Twilight, stop!"



Twilight startled at the shout, reflexively holding the green book up to protect herself. As I stretched a hoof forward in helpless horror, watching as if in slow motion, I saw Pinkie's front hooves impact the blank page and sink in—





                             * * * * * * * * * *







Pinkie Pie regains consciousness within a story, staring across the words at Pinkie Pie.



 She shakes her head, thoughts slow and muddled, and works her jaw. "Pinkie?"



"Pinkie!" the other Pinkie Pie cheerfully responds.



Pinkie Pie struggles to her hooves and glances around. "…Pinkie?" Her eyes shoot open, and her hoof flies to her mouth. "P…pinkie?" she adds.



"Pinkie pinkie pinkie!" her counterpart enthuses, beginning to pronk.



"Pinkie!" Pinkie shouts, glancing around wildly. Nothing about the featureless landscape catches her interest—until her eyes momentarily sweep past you. Pinkie does a double-take, then lunges in your direction, shoulder forward as she impacts the wall and tears through—



"Pinkie!" Pinkie yelps in pain as she bursts out of herself.



Pinkie stands up, dazed. Pinkie and Pinkie stare at her.



"Pinkie," Pinkie pleads, then gasps and grabs a paper and pencil from her mane. She scribbles feverishly, and holds the paper up: PINKIE PINKIE PINKIE.



"Pinkie," Pinkie moans.



Pinkie and Pinkie look at each other, then back to Pinkie, then back to each other. Pinkie blinks. "Pinkie?"



Pinkie nods sadly, catching on. "Pinkie…"



Pinkie pulls a small hoofgun from her mane, pointing it at Pinkie and pulling the trigger. A small pole shoots out from the barrel, and a flag unfurls: "PINKIE". Pinkie clutches a hoof to her chest, staggers, and falls dramatically onto her back, her eyes going blank. While Pinkie is staring down at the body, Pinkie pulls a giant foam mallet from behind her back, and bops Pinkie on the head; her eyes immediately turn to little X's before she crumples to the ground, where they go blank. Finally, Pinkie pulls out a little vial of ominously bubbling liquid, labeled "PINKIE", uncorks it, and drinks it. She clutches at her throat and falls to the ground, eyes blanking out.



All is still.



THE—



—Pinkie opens her eyes lifts her head, sneaking a peek around. Pinkie smacks her on the shoulder. Pinkie guiltily falls back to the ground again, and her eyes fade back out.



All is still.



THE END

THE END

THE END

THE END

THE END

THE END

…






—and as the book swallowed Pinkie, she vanished with an ominous finality.



"Huh," Twilight said. 



"Holy buck," I whispered, reeling.



Twilight tilted the green book, peering up into it at an angle. She flipped it upside down and shook it, but nothing came out. "I…really wasn't expecting her to do that."



"Twilight, stop," I said urgently. "Listen ta Pinkie."



"In a moment." With a shimmer of her horn, the other 19 books lifted out of the box, and shot into the waiting pages of the green book. Twilight snapped it closed with a smirk. "There, all safe."



"Safe?!" I erupted. "One 'a our best friends just vanished into that cosmic catastrophe thingamajig along with all them basilisks—"



"Applespike," Twilight interrupted smugly, "let's not forget, we've seen Older Wiser Pinkie. She'll be fine."



I threw my hooves up in the air. "Then what makes ya think you've solved the book problem?!"



Twilight stared at me, a rigid smile fixed on her muzzle, the color slowly draining from her cheeks.



"Aaaaaaagh!" I screamed, stomping toward the Chamber of Climactic Confrontation and kicking open the door. It wasn't like that was going to make things any worse. 



Except that the room was empty.



"Unh?" I said, glancing around in confusion. Nothing at all.



I heard hooves gallop into the room behind me. "Applespike! Wait! I've figured it out—"



And in the background, a little timer went ding.









I slogged into Golden Oaks Library, leaving a trail of icy water behind me, spitting pondweed out of my muzzle.



"Look, I really am sorry," the dry, winged Twilight said. "If we'd been thinking, we could have put the towel in my saddlebags."



"Ah really don't care," I snarled, then sighed. "Ah mean it, Twilight, that don't even register right now. You keep sayin' yer gonna fix things, an' now you say you understand it all…at this point, savin' it all or blowin' it up is all the same to me. Let's just get 'er over with." 



"It's very simple," Twilight said. "See…the green book is us."



I rolled my eyes. "Ah think ah figured that one out 'round the time ya fired like eighteen books at my head."



"Which implies we're fictional," Twilight said. "We only exist because that story exists."



"So what?" I turned back to Twilight, wet, tired, and bruised. "Ah'm sick of all this already, Twi. Ah ain't a philosopher, I'm an apple…shelver." I shook my head; there were still too many conflicting memories swirling there. "Am ah supposed to give a flyin' road apple about the existential imprecations?"



In response, Twilight simply lit her horn. A green book floated out from her saddlebags and in front of my muzzle.



My eyes flicked across the title. "A Basilisk For One." Twilight smiled, floated over a quill from her desk, and opened the book. "All existential implications aside, Applespike, we are literally a creation creating themselves. We've just unlocked any ending we want." The quill flashed across the page. "And…Applejack…turned around…to find cake," she dictated as she wrote.



I glanced behind me. My eyes widened. There was a cake on the central library table.



"It's not adding it in word for word, but you see what I'm talking about. So here's our problem solved: 'Then Spike and Applejack returned to their proper roles and got their proper memories back'," she added as she wrote.



I waited.



"Uh, Twilight? Ah'm still me."



"Nhn?" Twilight looked up, puzzled. She flipped back to the beginning of the book. "Huh, that's weird. This has Spike going with me on my adventure. Well, that's easily unfixable." She scribbled a sentence onto page 1. "Spike and…Applejack…switched places."



The scent of grapes permeated history again. I blinked, staggered back, and landed on hindclaws instead of hooves, windmilling my arms briefly for balance. 



"Pinkie wasn't thinking nearly big enough!" Twilight said. "We can not only fix everything that went wrong, we can fix anything that could go wrong." The quill started flashing again. "We found the mystery books, and read them, without any negative physical, mental, emotional, or psychological consequences to Twilight, Spike, Pinkie Pie, Applejack, or any of their other friends, or anyone who they showed the stories to. No further conflicts began, and we all lived long, happy, and idyllic lives. The green book vanished and became permanently inaccessible, so that nobody could ever use it to start trouble or undo Twilight's changes. The end."



"Twilight," I started, raising a claw, but she had already snapped the book shut. It began to fade, then popped out of existence with one final burst of grapes.



"Hey, how about that!" Twilight said brightly. "The box of books was here all along—it just got buried underneath a bookalanche." She cleared the library books off of the boxtop, then made a face. "Come to think of it, I should probably have had our story clean up the library for us."



"Do you really think that what you wrote worked, though?" I asked, finally feeling cautiously optimistic. I walked over to the box and peered in. There was that Daring Do fic, right on top of the stack—and underneath it, one called "The Simple Life," with Prince Blueblood on the cover.



"Remember," Twilight said, "we already know that these aren't basilisks, even before the changes I just made—after all, I read through most of 'Collaborators' earlier, remember?"



"Hey, yeah, we both read some of that," I said. "I remember that one—it was just a novel about Ahuizotl serving Daring Do with a restraining order, and then the two of them writing her next novel together."



Twilight squealed. "It was pretty good! I'm looking forward to getting back to it. But first, I'm curious what else was here." She floated another book off the stack. "Vinyl Scratch Drops The Title?" She squinted, puzzled, and riffled through it. "It's about Vinyl switching places with you for the day. I don't remember that ever happening."



"Didn't you say that we were fictional?" I pointed out. "Maybe that's an unrelated story by a different author."



Twilight laughed. "Yeah. Well, maybe I should have written you into that universe. It looks like you come out pretty well in that one."



I grinned, picked up a story called "Beauty and the Beast," which looked from the cover like a sweet and innocent fairy tale, and grabbed a chunk of cake in my other claw. "I don't know, I think we've got it pretty awesome right here."



WHAM! The front door burst open.



"DON'T TOUCH THE STORIES!" Pinkie Pie, who was still slightly damp, bellowed at the top of her lungs.



There was an awkward silence as Twilight and I exchanged glances. Pinkie stared at our little reading party in unalloyed horror. One trembling hoof went to her open mouth.



Then Twilight and I burst out into laughter. "Sheesh, Pinkie, you look like you got run over by a catastrophic catastrophe," I said. "It's all 100% guaranteed safe now. Come have some cake." 



Pinkie worked her jaw. No sound came out. She took a trembling step backward, then braced herself against the doorway. 



"It…it is?" she said faintly.



"Guaranteed," I said, and tossed her one called "Celestiology". It had Princess Celestia and Princess Luna fighting a dragon on the cover.



Meanwhile, Twilight riffled through some of the other stories. "'Title Drop'? 'Vinyl Scratch Drops The Title'? 'Don't Worry, We'll Think Of A Title'? Sheesh, what's up with all the 'Title' titling? And 'Fight or Flight' is a story about stories. I guess all these authors must think highly of meta-stories or something."



Pinkie Pie fainted.



"Whoah, whoah, what's all this about?" Twilight said after we'd rushed over and woken her up. "Safe, remember?"



Pinkie reached up with a trembling hoof. "You don't understand," she whimpered. "You never did. The danger of the books was never to you…it was to us."



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "But I made sure that—"



"And now you're talking about the other stories and that's against the rules and we're gonna get disqualified!" Pinkie Pie wailed, her hair flattening.



Twilight looked back at me uncomprehendingly. I shrugged. Twilight shrugged back.



"Seriously, Pinkie, chill out," I said. "Have some cake."



Pinkie blubbered a little bit more, then wiped her cheeks with a pastern and took a deep shuddering breath. "I might as well," she mumbled. "The damage is already done."



Twilight flipped quickly through the rest of the pile. "Here, give 'Appellation Mountains' a shot. Maybe you'll like it. It's one of the few stories with you in it."



Pinkie took a bite of cake. Her hair poofed out. A hint of a glimmer returned to her eyes.



"Oooh, really?" she said, snatching the book and flipping through it so quickly that her hoof was just a blur. She giggled. "Wow, I thought the Barony of Rocktopia was common knowledge."









EPILOGUE



I reached for another of the stories in the stack of Pinkie Pie's cast-offs.  It must have been a good one, because she had been giggling furiously throughout.



"Twilight?" I asked, flipping through the first few pages.  I was in it!  That always spoke well for a story.



"Mmmm?"



"What's a tittie?"



"WHAT?!" Twilight screeched, snatching the book away from me.  



"Hey!"



Twilight flipped through the pages, her cheeks paling from purple to pink and then flushing to hot red.



"And can I go bail with Apple Bloom?  It looked like she was having fun."



Twilight's mouth opened and closed.  No words came out.



Seconds later — when I was lying sprawled on the floor of the bedroom, rubbing my aching hiney — I yelled back downstairs, "Whatever happened to no negative consequences?!"
      

      
   
      Curse You!


      

      
      
         “And now I shall use the Mask of Chalchiu to spread disease and plague throughout the entire valley!” Ahuizotl cackled to the sky.



“You’ll never get away with this!” Daring Do said as she struggled with her bindings. Her eyes darted between Ahuizotl’s band of cats as they slowly circled around her.



A condescending chuckle rumbled through Ahuizotl. “And who will stop me? Once the sunlight reaches the Mask at high noon and ritual is complete, no pony will be safe!” A devilish grin crept across his face. “It’s a shame you won’t be around to see it.” The hand at the end of his tail snapped.



Ahuizotl’s lynx leapt for Daring Do with a vicious glint in its eyes. With a forceful tug, Daring Do pulled a forelimb free and struck the cat away. She smiled as she quickly shrugged the ropes off.



“What?!” Ahuizotl turned to rest of his cats. “Stop her!”



Daring Do shot for the air, only to be denied by the limber panther striking her back to the ground. The cheetah and tiger bared their fangs and pushed her against a wall. The white house cat hissed and pawed at her menacingly. Ahuizotl watched as the beam of light crept across the floor from the skylight. His chest heaved with each ragged breath.



“You are too late, Daring Do! Victory is mine!”



Daring Do broke through the circle of cats and took to the air. She seemed to be hiding something behind her back, and the smile she was wearing did nothing to comfort him. With calculated aim, she threw the house cat straight at Ahuizotl’s face. It attacked in a blind frenzy, swiping and clawing at anything in reach.



“Ahh! No!” Ahuizotl thrashed around in a futile attempt to get the angry cat off of him. His tail reached around and threw the cat away. Once he was able to reorient himself, he found that the Mask had been removed from its pedestal.



“Better luck next time, Ahuizotl,” Daring Do called from above. She placed the Mask into her saddlebag and gave him a taunting salute.



“No!” Ahuizotl bellowed as she flew through the skylight. “Curse you, Daring Do!”








“You will not defeat me this time, Daring Do!” Ahuizotl leered down at the adventurer held in place by two ponies with vacant stares. “With the power of the Xipetotec Sceptre, I shall command an army of ponies who will bend to my every whim!” His tail held a tight grip on the Sceptre.



“You give yourself up now, and I might just go easy on you,” Daring Do said as she tried to pull herself free.



“Defiant to the end as always, I see.” The Sceptre began to glow with a sickening green light. “I am certain this will make you more compliant.”



Ahuizotl slowly brought the Sceptre closer and closer to Daring Do’s face, relishing the certainty of his victory.



Daring Do kicked her leg out from under her, knocking the staff out of his grip. It clattered against the floor until it collided with the temple wall. The ponies who had been holding her let go as the light returned to their eyes.



“No!” Ahuizotl yelled as he lunged for the Sceptre. Daring Do swooped into action and snatched it away before he could reach it.



“Should’ve quit while you were ahead, Ahuizotl!” She gave him another salute as she disappeared, leaving a grayscale rainbow in her wake.



Ahuizotl slammed his fists into the floor, shaking the entire temple. “Curse you, Daring Do!”








Ahuizotl admired the amulet from the top of the temple, watching the light dance off of the gemstones embedded in it. He held it up to the sky to capture the sunlight at the perfect angle.



“Now that I possess the Amulet of Huitzilo, I shall rain fire from the skies until—”



A golden blur blew past Ahuizotl’s head, and the amulet was gone.



“What?!” He turned his gaze up to see Daring Do smirking down at him, idling tossing the amulet in her hoof. “Daring Do?! But how?!”



“Oh, Ahuizotl,” she said sweetly, “you should know it’d take more than a tank full of electric eels to stop me.”



Ahuizotl roared as he threw everything within reach at her—spears, rocks, even some of the masonry that made up the temple.



Daring Do nimbly flew around the aerial assault as she gave him her signature salute. She dashed off with the amulet dangling from her hoof, the light of the setting sun still glistening on its gems.



Ahuizotl threw one last stone at her in vain. “Curse you, Daring Do!”








“The Idol of Atlacoya is mine, Daring Do, and with it, I shall… I shall…” Ahuizotl turned to the adventurer chained down to a chair. “What does this one do again?”



“When bathed in the fire of the burning altar, it will unleash an unstoppable drought upon the valley for half a millennium.”



“Really?” Ahuizotl raised an eyebrow at the fire next to him. “Why would a pony build something like this? Oh, never mind…



“I shall use the Idol of Atlacoya to unleash a drought for five-hundred years!” His laughter howled throughout the ruins as he held the Idol over the flame.



“Not if I have anything to say about it!” With a forceful jerk backwards, she fell onto to the chair and broke it to pieces.



“Impressive move, but it changes nothing!” Ahuizotl let go of the Idol and watched it fall toward the fire hungrily licking up at it. Before the flames could make contact, a length of chain quickly coiled itself around the Idol and snagged it away. Ahuizotl’s head snapped forward to see Daring Do holding the chains in her teeth and wielding it like a whip. She spat the chain out and picked up the Idol.



“Thanks for the help, Ahuizotl,” she said with a smirk. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”



Ahuizotl lunged for her. Daring Do shot into the air with the Idol held tight against her. She took one last look at him before giving him a salute. Dust and cobwebs scattered with her departure.



Ahuizotl panted in an unsuccessful attempt to calm himself. He shot a fist into the air as he cried out, “Curse you, Daring Do!”



He let his fist fall with a sigh.








Ahuizotl trudged up the walkway to the modest cottage with a pet carrier gripped in his tail. The clear night sky set his surroundings in a cool shade of blue that blended well with his coat. He pushed open the door and quietly shut it behind him after he went inside. His tail set down the pet carrier and opened its door while he started taking off his bracelets and necklace. The little white cat stepped out as Ahuizotl took off his earring.



“Ahuizotl,” a gentle voice called. Cihuacoatl emerged from around the corner. Ahuizotl’s weary eyes softened at the sight of his wife. They ran to each other and collided in a tight embrace.



“Oh, my dear, sweet Cihuacoatl,” Ahuizotl whispered to her. “How I have missed you.”



“And I have missed you, my love.” Their two tails snaked together and held each other’s hands. She pulled back and looked deep into his eyes. “What troubles you, Ahuizotl? You look exhausted. Is it your work that has taxed you so?”



“Worry not, my dear. It was… business as usual.” The rapid sound of footsteps descending the stairs made them both look up.



“Papa!” Quetzalcoatl leapt into Ahuizotl’s arms. He hugged his son tight before holding him up toward the ceiling.



“Oh, there is my beautiful boy!” He lowered him to look into his eyes. “Why are you still awake? Don’t you have school in the morning?”



“Mama told me you’d be coming home tonight, so I stayed up to see you!”



Ahuizotl pulled his family in close and gave them a warm hug.



“I have missed you both so much,” he said. “Being away from you two is truly the hardest part of my work.”



“We missed you, too, Papa.”



“Indeed,” Cihuacoatl agreed. “These last few weeks have been difficult without you.”



Ahuizotl freed them from his embrace. “I am sorry that my work takes me away from you both—”



Cihuacoatl brought a finger to his lips. “The work you do is important, and no one could it better.” She smiled to him and lowered her finger away when he started smiling back. She turned to the bright eyes of their son at their feet. “Come now, Quetzalcoatl—your father is tired, and you need your sleep.”



His eyes seemed to grow to nearly twice their natural size. “But, Papa just got here…”



Ahuizotl scratched behind his son’s ears, and Quetzalcoatl smiled at his father’s touch. “Your mother is right, son, but do not worry. We will have plenty of time together now that I am back.”



His ears flattened against his head, but he allowed Cihuacoatl to lead him back upstairs.



“Good night, Papa,” Quetzalcoatl called from the top of the stairs.



“Sleep well, son,” he replied.



Cihuacoatl tapped her child on the shoulder to direct him to his room before turning to her husband. “Your mail is in your study, as always. Come join me in bed when you are ready.” She offered him a smile.



“Thank you, my dear. I shall not keep you waiting.”



Cihuacoatl disappeared down the hall as Ahuizotl made his way into his study. Among the books scattered on his desk was a stack of letters. He sat down, flipped the stack of letters over to start with the oldest letters first, and began the process of sorting the mail that accumulated in his absence. His white cat jumped into his lap, and his tail absently began stroking its back. Most of it was meaningless junk mail that he simply tossed to the corner of his desk, until he came across one from the Equestrian Publishing Company.



He tore it open and skimmed over the letter. It was nothing out of the ordinary: more thanks for his continued work with A. K. Yearling, as well as thanks for the permission to use his name and likeness in their publications. He reached back inside the envelope and pulled out a check—his share of the profits and royalties from the latest installment of the Daring Do series. He smiled to himself as he placed the check in a drawer for safekeeping, and resumed shuffling through his mail.



At the bottom of the stack was a personal letter marked from a family friend. He opened it and began to read:







Dear Ahuizotl,



I’m happy to hear that your father has made a full recovery and will be leaving the hospital soon. I’m sure the news came as quite a relief to all of you.



I’d like to personally thank you for putting in a lot of good work this season. I should have more than enough material to work with, so feel free to enjoy some time off for the next few months while I’m writing. You can expect a bonus check from the publishers when the new book comes out.



Please pass along on my greetings and well wishes to Cihuacoatl and Quetzalcoatl, and be sure to spend some time with your family.



Sincerely,



A. K. Yearling



Daring Do







Ahuizotl reached for a quill with his tail and grabbed a sheet of paper. He let his arm take his tail’s place in petting the cat as he began to write.







Dear Daring Do,



It was quite a scare for us all, but thankfully, a scare was all it was. He has always had a heart like a bull, so a full recovery comes as no surprise. My father wanted me to thank you for the flowers you sent. He says they were lovely.



How you manage to find a way out of everything I can come up with continues to baffle me. You can be sure I will be devoting a portion of my time in devising new and even greater schemes against you. I plan to push you to your very limits.



But rest assured that a majority of my time will be spent with my family, as they deserve. They send their love, and wish you well with your new book.



Warm regards,



Ahuizotl







He folded up his letter and placed it in an envelope. With a sigh, he pushed himself away from the desk, prompting the cat to jump to the floor. Mailing the letter could wait until the morning.







Ahuizotl quietly got into bed beside Cihuacoatl, causing her to turn over and wrap herself around him. Ahuizotl’s tail found hers and held her hand. Her hand squeezed his as she smiled to him.



“Welcome back, my love,” she said as she nuzzled him.



“Thank you, my dear,” he said as he closed his eyes. He focused on the feeling of her heartbeat against his body. He had gone without it for far too long.



“Will you tell me now what troubles you?”



Ahuizotl took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. “I am beginning to question my work. It is starting to feel so futile, and it takes me so far away from you and our son. A family needs stability, yet after just a few short months, my work pulls me away for weeks. I am certain they could find someone else to—”



Cihuacoatl moved into his line of sight to cut him off. “Ahuizotl, it is true that your son and I miss you when you are gone. But you love your work, I know you do. And no one could replace you.” She lowered her head to his chest when she was certain she had his attention. “You are an incredible villain. We all knew what it would mean for you to become a villain, but look at what you have accomplished: you are Ahuizotl. Anyone who has read the Daring Do books knows and fears your name. You make us both very proud.”



Ahuizotl smiled to his wife. “You have always supported me, Cihuacoatl, and for that, I shall forever be thankful. But the struggle of being a villain weighs on me. I do not know how much longer I can continue.”



“Do not lose heart, my love,” she said softly, closing her eyes. “Perhaps you should talk to our friend.”



Ahuizotl remained silent as he thought about his situation. It was only when he realized that she had fallen asleep on top of him that he closed his eyes again.








Quetzalcoatl opened the door to the study. “Hello, Papa.”



Ahuizotl turned away from his book. “Hello, son. How was school today?”



“School was fine,” he answered as he walked up to the desk. “What are you doing?”



“Research,” he explained. “I will need to have a new villainous plan ready for when Miss Yearling finishes her book. I have already decided what artifact to go after next, and now I am learning more about the ruins that surround it. I will need a new way to trap her and a new way to put her life in peril.”



Quetzalcoatl looked back and forth between his father and the book. “Will you have the jungle cats with you?”



“Yes, of course, son, but I need something more. My work must be able to inspire Miss Yearling so she can write an enthralling tale. That is why I need new tricks—something she has never faced before.” Ahuizotl tented his fingers as his eyes narrowed in thought. “It must be dangerous, but not deadly. The fear and emotions she feels must be real for her to write a story that feels real to the reader. But every time she thwarts one of my plans, it becomes harder to think of something new for next time.”



“Do you think your next plan will succeed?” Quetzalcoatl asked with a tilt of his head.



Ahuizotl turned to look at his son. He smiled as he placed a hand on the child’s head. “No, Quetzalcoatl, I do not.” Ahuizotl was prepared for the look of shock and confusion on his son’s face. He started scratching his ears until his expression calmed back down. “I am a professional villain, son. My job is not to succeed in my plans. Do you remember Daring Do and the Ring of Destiny?”



Quetzalcoatl nodded slowly as Ahuizotl pulled his hand away.



“I had Daring Do bound and at the mercy of the jungle cats. But instead of attacking her, I had her brought into the temple to face the climbing piranha pool. It is not my job to succeed, son, but to make success as difficult as possible for Daring Do. It is my job to come so close to victory that the reader believes Daring Do might actually fail. But since I am the villain, it is my job to be defeated so Daring Do can save the day. That lets Miss Yearling do her job: writing an exciting story for her readers. Do you understand now, Quetzalcoatl?”



“I think I do,” he said slowly. “Is it hard always being the villain?”



Ahuizotl sighed quietly through his nostrils. “It can be a challenge, at times. My work demands that I be many things: a skilled actor, a creative mind, a strong adversary, a diligent researcher—all while staying within my budget.” He smiled at his joke, but it fell as he continued. “It also requires travel, and that keeps me away from what matters most to me: you and your mother.”



Quetzalcoatl leapt forward and wrapped his arms around his father. He looked up to meet Ahuizotl’s confused expression. “I think you’re the best villain ever, Papa.”



Ahuizotl returned his son’s hug. “Thank you, Quetzalcoatl. You and your mother are what inspire me to continue my work.”








“I have you now, Daring Do!” Ahuizotl said with his tail on the lever mounted to the wall.



“It’ll take more than some rope to stop me!” Daring Do shouted back, hanging from the ceiling. She writhed and twisted in an effort to escape her bindings.



“Tell me: what do you think of this?!” He pulled the lever down. 



The floor opened up beneath her, revealing a pool teeming with alligators far below the dangling adventurer. The grinding of gears brought her attention back to the roof as she slowly began descending. She fought with the ropes around her with a renewed sense of urgency.



Ahuizotl considered his next course of action. It was usually at this point that he would leave for the artifact and continue with his plan, but he felt compelled to try a something new.



“So,” he said casually, “how are your wings?”



“They’re-they’re still a little sore from last time,” Daring Do answered, still working to free herself.



He nodded slowly. “It was the chains, wasn’t it?”



Daring Do stopped to look up at him. “Is that why you went back to rope? I thought it was because I used the chain to get the Idol last time.”



“I did not wish to make your wings any worse.”



“Well, the alligators are a nice touch.” She looked down as they slowly circled below her.



“Thank you,” he said with a bow. “How is your aunt doing, by the way? Is she still taking those night classes?”



“Yeah, she says her classes are… going… well.” She tried to get a limb free from the ropes with forceful tugs.



“Good, good,” Ahuizotl nodded to himself. “Oh, my wife wanted me to ask: do you think your aunt would be willing to give up her recipe for those oatmeal chocolate chip cookies you sent us?”



“For Hearth’s Warming? Sure, I can ask her.” The gears above her grinded loudly and dropped her few more feet. She quickly realized she was being lowered faster than before. “Cihuacoatl really liked them, huh?”



“Oh, yes. They were quite popular at our Hearth’s Warming party,” he said, casually leaning against the lever. “She has been hoping to make them herself ever since.”



“Oh, yeah, I’m sorry I couldn’t make it to that,” she said, finally freeing a hoof. She got to work trying to get another hoof out.



“No worries, Daring Do. Everyone makes plans for Hearth’s Warming.”



“If the invitation’s still open for this year, I’ll try to make it next time.”



“Our doors are always open to you, my friend.”



“Thanks.” With a strain, she was able to free another hoof as the gears gave another loud crunch. She plummeted another few feet before coming to a jarring stop. The alligators below snapped with impatience, jumping up to try to claim their meal. “Rowdy bunch…”



“You may wish to hurry.”



“I know, I know.” She attempted to slip out of the binding. “Since you mentioned her, how are Cihuacoatl and Quetzalcoatl doing?”



“They are well, and they wonder when you shall be visiting again. My wife insists on cooking dinner for you.”



“I might just take you up on that.” The rope holding her snapped and she fell to the hungry alligators waiting below. She kicked the bindings off of her and shot upwards, leaving a frustrated alligator with only an unsatisfying mouthful of rope.



“Daring Do! But how?!” Ahuizotl gritted his teeth. “My alligators should have eaten you alive!”



“Oh, Ahuizotl, you know a magician never reveals her secrets. Now, if you’ll excuse me”—she flew past him and sped down a hallway—“there’s an artifact here with my name on it.”



He chased after her, only to find the next room had what appeared to be a bottomless chasm separating him from the other side of the room. Daring Do turned around as she flew over the abyss, giving him a farewell salute.



“Curse you, Daring Do!” he bellowed.



As soon as she was gone, Ahuizotl started smiling to himself.








Ahuizotl stepped inside his home and began to remove his jewelry. Quetzalcoatl came to greet him at the door.



“Papa, you’re home!” He rushed to give his father a hug. Ahuizotl hugged him tight before holding him out at arm’s length.



“Who is this young man and what has he done with the little boy I once knew?” He smiled to his son. “How have you managed to grow so much in just a few weeks? Soon you shall be strong enough to lift me off the ground.” Quetzalcoatl laughed as Ahuizotl pulled him back in for another hug.



Cihuacoatl entered the room and joined the embrace. “Welcome home, Ahuizotl.”



He wrapped his arm around her and nuzzled her. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to be back.”



“Come,” Cihuacoatl said, “dinner is waiting.”



Quetzalcoatl rushed off to the dining room, but Ahuizotl was stopped short by Cihuacoatl.



“How was work?” she asked. “You appear to be in higher spirits than before, my love.”



"It was… better.” He gave her smile. “I took your advice.”



Ahuizotl’s tail joined hands with Cihuacoatl’s as they made their way to the dining room.








“Give up, Daring Do!” Ahuizotl demanded. “Once I place the Metzi Ring around your hoof, you will fall into a deep slumber and not wake for thirty years!”



“Oh, for me?” Daring Do said sarcastically. “And I didn’t get you anything.” The tiger roared into her face at her insolence.



“All I need is my revenge, and victory will be mine!”



“But giving me a ring? What would your wife think?”



Ahuizotl’s shoulders slumped. “Daring Do, we have talked about this.”



“I know, I’m sorry,” she quickly said. “I won’t put that in the book.”



“No worries, my friend.”



Daring Do reached out and started petting the tiger. The tiger rubbed its face against her hoof, enjoying the sensation.



“We’ve been at this for a while, haven’t we?”



“Indeed,” Ahuizotl said. “Have you put any thought into how the series shall end?”



“I’ve thought about it, but…” She lowered her hoof, much to the disappointment of the tiger. “It’s such a big part of my life now.”



“The writing or the adventures?”



Daring Do suddenly found the floor to be very interesting.



“Let that be a problem for another day. For now, you have a villain to defeat.” Ahuizotl offered her a smile. “Unless you want the valley to suffer beneath my rule!” The tiger snarled at Daring Do.



Daring Do narrowed her eyes. “Not today, Ahuizotl!” With tight maneuvering, she found an opening and knocked the Ring out of Ahuizotl’s grip with a snap of her tail. The two made a mad scramble for the Ring, but Daring Do was able to catch it in her teeth. She took to the air and flicked it into her saddlebag.



“Thanks for the Ring, Ahuizotl,” she teased. “Maybe next time you can find me a matching necklace!” She left a grey streak behind her as she flew away.



“Curse you—” Ahuizotl thumped his chest and cleared his throat. “Curse you, Daring Do!”



A piece of paper slowly drifted down to him. His tail snatched it out of the air and brought it up to his eyes.



“ ‘Two cups of oats, one teaspoon of vanilla…’ ” Ahuizotl turned to the sky. “Thank you, Daring Do.”








Ahuizotl regarded the golden pony skull in the grip of his tail, his leg idly kicking over the side of the throne. Daring Do burst into the room, panting from exhaustion and barely able to hold herself up.



“Ahh, Daring Do,” he said casually without looking up, “I have been expecting you.”



Daring Do took a few breaths before speaking. “Just… give me a minute.”



Ahuizotl turned away from the skull, his brows furrowed in concern. “Is something wrong, my friend?”



“No, no—it’s just… that was quite a trap you set for me.”



“The spiders were Quetzalcoatl’s idea.”



“He’s a real… chip off the ol’ block, isn’t he?” she managed with a smile. “He’ll be starting high school soon, right?”



“Yes, in less than a year. They grow up so fast.”



Her breathing slowly grew steadier. “How’s he doing? In school, that is.”



“Oh, mathematics still proves to be a challenge, but he has shown quite an interest in Ancient History.” His lips curled into a smile.



She let out a chuckle. “I wonder where he gets that from.”



Ahuizotl allowed himself a laugh, but his face slowly fell. “Daring Do, I must remind you again: we are not as young as we used to be. We have had far too many close calls, and you know as well as I do that I cannot start going easy on you.” He closed his eyes, tightening his grip on the golden pony skull. “I fear the consequences if we do not end this soon.”



Daring Do hung her head. “I know. You’re right. I just—”



“Just what, Daring Do?” he demanded. “What is there left to accomplish? Tell me, and I promise I shall help you. My family fears my departure for these adventures, not for my sake, but for yours, Daring Do. You have become family to them, to all of us, but you insist on continuing these adventures and risking your life.”



She winced at his words. “I… I just need more time.”



A deep shadow fell over his eyes. “Very well, my friend.”



Ahuizotl stood up from the throne and tossed the skull to her hooves. She noticed that the impact warped the soft metal as it clattered to a stop.



“Curse you, Daring Do.”








“We have stood against each other for years, Daring Do, but it all ends today! Only one of us can leave this dungeon!” Ahuizotl tried to control the tremors in his body. “And you are not strong enough to hold down the wheel to keep the door open.” The walls of the temple groaned and rumbled around them.



“Ahuizotl, please! We have to get out of here!” She looked around in a panic. “This place is falling apart!”



“It is the only way, Daring Do!” He grabbed the spokes of the wheel and turned it downward. The heavy door slowly climbed upwards. “Go, my friend! Go now!”



“I’m not leaving you behind! There has to be another way.” She looked around frantically. “There has to be something we can use to keep it open.”



“There is nothing!”



Ahuizotl let out a cry of pain as the wheel slipped from his grip. The wheel quickly spun back up, slamming the door back to the ground. The walls let out another groan as cracks formed in the ceiling.



“Ahuizotl, I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you. This is all my fault—”



“Not now, Daring Do!” He pushed himself back up and grabbed the wheel again. “You must leave now!” He strained as he forced the wheel to turn downward. His tail lifted a whistle to lips. A shrill screech rang throughout the ruins until he spat the whistle out. “My cats will show you the way. Leave while you still can!”



“But what about your family? Cihuacoatl? Quetzalcoatl? What will they do without you?” Ahuizotl’s cats appeared on the other side of the door.



“They will be able to tell their own stories. The world will need you to tell mine.” His tail grabbed her by her collar and threw her out of the room.



“Ahuizotl!” The panther caught the back of her shirt in its mouth and ran off with her.



Ahuizotl closed his eyes tight. “Good-bye, Daring Do.”



She held out a hoof as she watched the door crash into the ground.







The cats rushed out of the temple with Daring Do as it collapsed into a pile of rubble. She tilted her pith helmet back and stared at the wreckage in disbelief.



“Ahuizotl!” she yelled out. She ran to the debris and started pushing it out of the way. “Ahui-Ahuizotl!” She fought through the pain in her hooves and through the blurriness building in her vision.



The white house cat walked up to her and started pawing at the ground. It sniffed around before looking up at her with trembling eyes.



Daring Do buckled to her knees and held the cat, her body shaking as she choked on her sobs. The other cats slowly gathered around them as they all began mourning the loss of their friend.



The loss of the greatest villain they had ever known.








“Please do not blame yourself, Miss Yearling.” Cihuacoatl’s tail dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “He would not have wanted it that way.”



Daring Do turned to face Quetzalcoatl, all at once a young boy wanting to cry for his father and a young man trying to stay strong for his mother. Daring Do saw so much of his father in him. He had inherited so much of his father’s strength.



“I wouldn’t blame you if hated me, or never wanted to see me again,” Daring Do said to him.



Quetzalcoatl turned to face her and drew a shuddering breath. “How could I possibly hate the one my father gave up so much to save?” He blinked hard and took another breath. “You are the greatest friend this family has ever had.”



Daring Do squeezed her eyes tight and nodded in thanks. When she opened her eyes again, they opened the doors and walked into the room together.



The service was short and few were in attendance. Not many knew the secret of A. K. Yearling, and even fewer knew the truth about Ahuizotl.



Daring Do stood up and took her place at the podium. She looked at the wreath that framed a picture of Ahuizotl before taking a calming breath to begin.



“Ahuizotl was many things: a loving husband, a devoted father. He was an artist, and he was a friend. But to me, he will always be the greatest villain I could ever hope to face. He challenged me. He made me grow as an adventurer, as a writer, and as a pony. I owe… so much of my success to him. I owe him my life. I could never ask for a better villain, or a better friend.” She placed a copy of her newest book next to his picture: Daring Do and the Life of Ahuizotl. She closed her eyes to keep the wetness from escaping, but a tear managed to squeeze itself through and trickle down her cheek.



“Bless you, Ahuizotl.”
      

      
   
      Appellation Mountains


      

      
      
         It began as a fairly typical day for Twilight. It had taken months, but she was getting used to her new home. She still missed Golden Oaks, but times had changed, destructive energies had been cast, and she knew from experience that nothing could change that.



If her thoughts were rather less than regal when contemplating Tirek, well, it wasn't as if anypony else needed to know.



Twilight was still repopulating the library, now found in the lower levels of her palace, which had apparently grown rows of shelves for that very purpose. Today had seen the arrival of some especially elusive works, so she was in the midst of shelving when she heard a familiar belch. She paused, pointed her ears at the sound, and waited. It could've just been gas, after all.



Close by, Spike muttered, "Huh. That's weird."



Twilight trotted to the entrance of the library, where Spike was holding a scroll and smacking his lips. (Did dragons have lips? Not now, Sparkle. Focus.) "Weird" could mean any number of things, few of them good. "What is it?"



"I've never gotten a letter with an aftertaste before." Spike ran his tongue around his mouth. "Hmm. Rose quartz."



"Let me check this." Twilight took the scroll in her magic and began analyzing it, seeing if her telekinetic grip brushed against any other spells. "I'm not picking up anything that might cause something like that. Just the usual traces of the transmission spell. Are you feeling alright?"



Spike smiled. "I'm feeling fine, and I've figured out what happened. Look at the seal."



Twilight flipped the scroll around and saw a familiar faceted heart. "Oh. Well." She gave a brief chuckle. "Yeah, I guess Cadance using the spell for the first time might do that. Now, let's see what she sent." She unrolled the scroll, snorted, and passed it back to Spike. "It's for you."



He quirked an eyeridge and took the paper. "To the Great and Honorable Spike the Brave and Glorious…" Spike looked up and scowled. "And what's so funny about that?"



"Sorry. You've earned the title. It's just…" Twilight couldn't quite quash the last bit of her smile. "Well, the crystal ponies really don't do anything halfway, do they?"



Spike shrugged. "Well, I'm not complaining. Anyway:



"To the Great and Honorable Spike the Brave and Glorious,



"You are cordially invited to the inaugural Crystal Ball in this new era of the Crystal Empire, held on the seventeenth day of yadda yadda yadda…" Spike grunted as he skimmed over the scroll. "Okay, it's kind of annoying when they're piling on formal boilerplate. Here we go:



"P.S. Tell Twilight and the girls they're all invited. The Ball's organizers insisted that you and only you receive a physical invitation. I'm sure Twilight has a load of questions; details are on the second sheet. Hope I managed the spell well enough.



"With love,

"Cadance"
Twilight gathered her friends to discuss the matter that afternoon. Well, that and have a picnic in the park. She finished her review of the situation just after her last sip of tea. "And there you have it. Spike insisted on composing an equally flowery RSVP. Probably still composing it if he still isn't here."



"So," said Rarity, teacup in her magic, "why haven't we heard of this Crystal Ball before?"



"Sombra left a lasting impression on the crystal ponies," said Twilight.



Rainbow Dash snorted. "Please. He went down like a chump."



Twilight scowled at her. "He was literally inches from victory."



Dash shrugged. "Meh. Still lost."



"Regardless," said Twilight, "between years of oppression and centuries of stasis, most of the crystal ponies' memories have been slow to return. The most important ones, the ones pertaining to the Crystal Heart and their special talents, those all came back fairly quickly. Everything else is still trickling in."



"So now we're invited to some fancy shindig." Applejack snorted. "Ain't we done this song and dance before?"



Pinkie nodded. "Yeah, at first I thought this would be the perfect chance to bring out the Mystical Orb of Fate's Destiny again, but this sounds like it's just going to be the Gala all over again."



Twilight shook her head. "Cadance said she'd do everything she could to prevent that. The Grand Galloping Gala is about the only thing in the world she actually hates. The first time she went was as a filly."



That got winces from everypony. "For somepony as ebullient as Princess Cadance, at such a young age…" Rarity grimaced. "Yes, I could see how that would be a rather dreadful introduction to high society."



"But that means this is going to be an actual party!" cried Pinkie.



"Well… not necessarily." Twilight gulped and clopped her forehooves together a few times. "You see, when the crystal ponies do remember something, they don't like seeing it changed. They're probably going to listen to Cadance up to a point, but they'll dig their hooves in if they think she's gone too far. The problem is, she's not sure how far 'too far' is." Twilight gave a sad little smile. "It's actually kind of funny. She's been trying to get them to stop bowing and scraping since she took the throne. Be careful what you wish for, huh?



"In any case, since I can't give any guarantees about the nature of the event, none of you have to go if you don't want to."



Everypony considered this for a moment. "But you do?" asked Fluttershy.



Twilight sighed and nodded. "One of the things I've picked up about being a princess is that I need to be seen every now and again. It's been a while since the Maretonia summit and…" She shrugged her wings. "Well, Celestia always said that a good ruler is a servant of her people. I have to serve, but that doesn't mean you all do."



"Seriously, Twilight?" Dash rolled her eyes. "You do remember what happened last time you tried to protect us by leaving us out, right?"



That got her four glares. "Too soon, Dashie," said Pinkie.



Twilight shook her head. "No, no, she's right. If I'm going to be Princess of Friendship, then I'm going to need to keep you all in the loop. I just don't want a repeat of the Gala either."



Rarity smiled. "You assume we haven't learned our lesson from that awful night. Should the Crystal Ball take a turn for the worse, then we can come together and enjoy the company of one another."



"Yeah!" said Pinkie. "We could be surrounded by the stuffiest bunch of high horses since the Trotian Pony, but it wouldn't matter if we had fun together!"



Twilight sniffled. She could feel the tears welling in her eyes. "Thanks, girls."



"Of course," said Fluttershy.



"Any time," said Applejack.



"Every time," said Rainbow Dash.



Pinkie pounced on Twilight and squeezed. "Because friendship."



Rarity gave a horrified gasp. All eyes turned to her as she bolted to her hooves. "Oh, but we're going to need ball gowns! You said it was the seventeenth?"



Twilight gave a slow nod. Sudden movements seemed like a bad idea. "Yes, but—"



"But nothing! A week. I have a week. What can I do in a week?" A worrisome grin spread across Rarity's muzzle. "Oh, I can do miracles in a week."



Twilight tried again. "Rarity, that really isn't—"



Rarity wandered off in the general direction of her boutique, heedless. "Yes, sing to me, o muse..." 



"Well, we ain't gonna be seeing her for a while." Applejack sighed. "Somepony should probably make sure she remembers to eat."



Dash nodded and stood. "I'll go find Sweetie Belle." She took flight.



Twilight smiled. "Well, this is certainly going to be interesting."
Six days later, Rarity emerged from the throes of inspiration, frazzled but bearing half a dozen ball gowns and a hatchling-sized tuxedo. The gowns seemed almost understated for Rarity, but when the light caught them, it revealed the layer of powdered gemstones and magic that made them look as though they'd been transformed by the Crystal Heart.



The tuxedo was simply very well tailored. As Rarity told Spike, "I don't want the guest of honor sucking at his sleeve."



He'd protested, but the puddle of drool at his feet from when she'd unveiled the gowns had been a persuasive counterargument.



The next day, after Rarity had slept for a good twenty hours, the group arrived in the Crystal Empire. Spike dispensed plenty of autographs and clawshakes along the way to the palace. Once they were in and approaching the main ballroom, he looked up at Twilight with wide eyes. "Can I go first, Twilight?"



She gave a hint of a grin. "Why?"



A voice came from just inside the ballroom. "Her Ladyship Sienna Tower, Countess of Toroanto!"



"That's why," said Spike.



Twilight stifled a giggle. "Go right ahead."



Spike all but skipped to the entrance before composing himself a step away from it. That step was made as a purposeful stride that bordered on a strut.



"The Great and Honorable Spike the Brave and Glorious, Savior of the Crystal Empire!"



Twilight didn't hold back this time. The others joined in. "Well," said Rarity, "we can't deny he's earned it."



Applejack nodded towards the ballroom. "Go on, Twi. Dragons and princesses first."



"I don't know, that's a tough act to follow." Twilight gave one last laugh, then took a steadying breath. Some level of royal dignity was called for. "Okay." She strode inside.



At Twilight's left was Flash Sentry, who gave her a quick little smile before taking a deep breath. "Her Royal Highness the Princess Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Friendship, Crux of Harmony, Cleanser of the Nightmare, Bane of Chaos, Wise in the Ways of Changelings, Queller of the Everfree, and Banisher of Lord Tirek!"



Twilight stopped dead. In hindsight, that smile had seemed somewhat apologetic.



Flash leaned in and hissed, "You, uh, may want to move, Your Highness. Your friends are right behind you."



"Right! Right." Twilight looked at Flash. Her face felt oddly tight. She had no idea what her expression looked like, but judging by his reaction, it wasn't pretty. She opened her mouth, but Rarity clearing her throat spurred her away from the doorway.



"Yeah, I want some of that!" Dash pranced in, head held high.



"Her Ladyship the Baroness Rainbow Dash the Loyal, likewise vanquisher of evils!"



Dash gaped at Flash. Her incredulity quickly shifted to an angry glare. "What, that's it?"



He just watched for the next pony to announce. "Her Ladyship the Baroness Applejack the Honest, likewise vanquisher of evils!"



Rainbow shot into the air, the better to loom over Flash. "Seriously? Twilight gets the full list and we just get cookie-cutter—Hey!"



Applejack had Dash's tail in her mouth and was dragging her away like a balloon. "C'mon, now," she said, teeth clenched, "let'sh not make a schene."



Twilight thought it was a bit late for that.



Three Her Ladyships later, Spike was mingling with the adoring public, while the six mares had stuck together.



Dash glowered. "This is majorly uncool."



"Agreed," said Rarity, kneeling in front of Dash's hindquarters, horn aglow. "I knew I should've had you perform a test flight. Your petticoats are completely off kilter now."



Applejack tuned them out. "Twilight, what's all this 'Baroness' business?"



"How long have we had these titles?" Fluttershy scrunched into herself a little. "Do we have any responsibilities? Are there ponies depending on us?"



"We got them after defeating Nightmare Moon," said Twilight. "Well, technically we were knighted after beating her and have been elevated in stature each time we saved the world. But don't worry, Fluttershy, they're purely honorary titles. It's not like any of us rule over any part of Equestria. Though there is my castle, Sweet Apple Acres, Carousel Boutique..." Twilight thought for a moment. "It's not like Pinkie rules over any part of Equestria."



Pinkie gave a low chuckle. "Not that you know of."



"And you never told us?" Rarity pouted as she straightened up. "Twilight, how could you?"



"I only found out after I earned my wings. Luna insisted on bestowing the titles, but Celestia wanted us to live normal lives." Twilight smirked. "Kind of hit and miss there. In any case, the only time I thought to mention it was during the Equestria Games, and I'd rather be in the bleachers with you guys than force you in the nobles' box."



Applejack frowned in thought. "So, why the introduction long as your tail?"



Twilight frowned as well. "I don't know, but I'm going to find out."



Flash Sentry wasn't one of Twilight's closest friends. This was partially because of simple distance, partially because "I had a crush on your simian analogue" wasn't the strongest foundation for a relationship. Still, after that initial awkwardness, their correspondence had slowly grown warmer and less formal.



As such, Twilight hoped that Flash understood that when she glared at him for the remainder of the introductions, she did it as a troubled friend. When she all but literally swooped down on him as soon as the last guest moved clear, well, that was just concerned eagerness.



Flash boggled at her sudden approach. "Can I help you, Your—"



"No," Twilight said in a very eager tone.



"E-excuse me?" Credit where credit was due, he didn't move from his post. Shining would be proud.



Still, Twilight had other concerns to address. "For some reason, I don't feel like being referred to by anything other than my name right now. Can't quite put my hoof on why."



Flash's gaze darted about the room for a moment before he whispered, "You're here in an official capacity."



Twilight rolled her eyes. "And I don't care. I just here to meet my social event quota. If you're worried about the court gossips, this will go a lot faster if you don't stand on ceremony. If you're worried about your commanding officer-slash-emperor, just mention the time he forgot to empty his flugelhorn's spit valve."



"What happened?"



"Doesn't matter; he'll shut up immediately. The point is, this is not 'Corporal Sentry and Her Sesquipedalian Majesty' time. This is 'Flash and Twilight' time, and Flash is going to tell Twilight what the hay that was."



Flash sighed. "I'm not the one who decides how to announce ponies, Twilight. I just say what I'm given."



Twilight leaned in close. "Then who gave it to you? I know Cadance wouldn't pull this kind of thing."



"She didn't," said Flash. "It was Princess Luna."



Twilight's eyes narrowed. "I thought as much." She stalked away, scanning the crowd, her wings flared in agitation.



Finding Luna was easy enough. Between her size, her personality, and her still imperfect volume control, she stood out in any room. Twilight approached her, so calm and controlled that her hoofsteps weren't splintering the floor.



Luna noted her and smiled. "Ah, Princess Twilight. Always a pleasure. Have you met Heavenly Sphere?" She indicated the crystal pony she'd been speaking with, a ruby-coated stallion with a cutie mark matching his name. "We've been discussing the advances made in the astronomical sciences over the past millennium."



Twilight gave him a nod. "A pleasure," she said through very polite clenched teeth.



Sphere took a few steps back for some reason. "L-likewise." His gaze darted from side to side. "I, uh, do believe I am in need of a fresh glass of wine." He bolted in a completely different direction than the bar.



Luna sighed. "Well, there's a delightful conversation gone." She turned to Twilight, her eyes half-lidded. "To what do I owe this displeasure?"



"Why do you think?" Twilight growled. Courteously.



Luna just stared at her for a few seconds. "The gifts of an alicorn are many, Twilight Sparkle, and you have yet to receive all of them, but if you're expecting omniscience, you're going to be sorely disappointed. Tell me, what have I done to arouse your ire so?"



Twilight thrust a hoof towards the ballroom's entrance. "What was that about?"



"Your introduction?" Luna frowned. "What about it?"



"What do you mean, 'What about it?'"



Luna sighed. "Twilight, I do not share my sister's love of guile. I meant precisely what I asked. I noticed no errors in the herald's recitation of your titles. Did I forget any?"



Twilight gaped at her for a moment. "No! That is the exact opposite of the problem!"



"I fail to see how finally giving you the recognition you deserve is a problem."



"Because I didn't ask for it? Because I'm still not comfortable with ponies debasing themselves in front of me and I doubt I ever will be? Because I'm in half of the stained-glass windows in the Hall of Honors?" Twilight reared up and spread her forelegs. "Take your pick!"



Luna rolled her eyes and waited for Twilight to settle herself before speaking again. "Celestia hands out stained-glass windows like a schoolmarm does gold star stickers. The bowing is not going to stop; ponies see wings and horn both and their knees buckle as a reflex. And you should not have to ask for the respect you are due. Like it or not, Twilight, you are a princess of Equestria."



Twilight delivered a devastating rebuttal: "So?"



Luna seemed rather less impressed, her expression not shifting at all. "Tell me, Twilight, why did you come to the Crystal Ball?"



"I wanted to make sure the Great and Honorable Spike the Brave and Glorious had adult supervision."



Luna shook her head. "Ah, but if that were the case, why did you not simply dispatch Lady Rarity? She would be enamored with the festivities, and he with her."



Twilight tilted her head. "Wait, you know—"



"Anything with eyes and five minutes spent with the two of them knows, Twilight. That is not the point. The point is that you came here for the same reason I did, because there are certain expectations that a princess of Equestria must meet. Exhaustive titles and formal fripperies are as much a part of your royalty as your crown or castle." Luna sighed. "Speaking from experience, the alternative is worse."



"There's an alternative?" Twilight perked up, eyes wide and ears alert. "How could it possibly be worse than that?"



"Do you know my full title?"



Twilight shook her head. "Sorry, no."



Luna took a breath that stretched for several seconds. "Her Royal Highness the Princess Luna Diana Hecate Regina Nox Alicor, Princess of the Night, Avatar of the Moon, Doyenne of the Stars, Warden of the Great Void, Mistress of the Tides, Overseer of Dreams," another breath, "and only then begins the list of all the great and terrible enemies of ponykind who I smote with gravity, darkness, and starfire. Trust me when I say that they are great in number. And yet, do you know what the ponies called me just before I succumbed to my long nightmare?"



Twilight thought this over for a moment. "Well, since you're asking, I'm guessing it wasn't all of that."



"'The other one,'" said Luna. "'Celestia's sister,' if I was lucky. All we do, Twilight, we do for our ponies. It is a terrible thing for them to take us for granted. I would not wish such a fate on anypony. Certainly not you. And yet, when you were spurned by the Duke and Duchess of Maretonia, when you were reduced to a mere flag bearer, I could see you begin to walk that terrible path."



"Luna..." Twilight took a moment to compose herself. "I understand your thought process, but I'm the Princess of Friendship. If I'm going to connect with ponies, I want it to be through friendship, and that requires a degree of equality, or at least approachability. Being saddled with all those honors and epithets isn't going to help."



Luna scoffed. "Anypony intimidated by a list of your great deeds isn't worthy of your friendship."



Twilight glared at her. "You don't get to decide that! If I met Fluttershy for the first time tonight, do you think she'd dare to say a word to me? Would that make her unworthy?" She drew herself up with as much authority as she could muster. "As I said, I am Princess of Friendship. I don't tell you how to raise the moon or patrol for nightmares. Don't tell me how to make friends!"



Luna nodded and smiled. "As you wish, Your Highness."



Twilight blinked. "Wait, what?"



"Looking back with the clarity of hindsight, I have seen that the only reason I was so marginalized was because I allowed myself to be. Nopony believed me to be nothing more than Celestia's sister more than I did. If I had been snubbed as you had, I would've seen it as only appropriate." Luna's grin grew a bit forced. "I... overcompensated. Considerably. Thus, I wanted to ensure your response to a slight was neither quiet acceptance nor nightmarish overreaction."



Twilight processed this, her body left slack-jawed for a moment as her mind raced. "Then this was all a test?"



Luna waved her head from side to side as she considered this. "I suppose, if you wish to think of it as such."



"But I thought you said you had no love of guile!"



"I only said I didn't share Celestia's love of guile," said Luna. "My love of it is entirely different from hers. I do not devote myself to a plan with a spouse's ardor. I wasn't expecting you to react so strongly to proper address, but I worked with the opportunity." She tilted her head and grinned again. "Good evening, Your Highness." With that, she turned away and waded back into the mingling crowd.



Twilight wasn't sure how long she stood there trying to puzzle out Luna's thought process. She wasn't sure if she ever blinked while doing so.



Eventually, Cadance's voice broke her out of her revery. "You just had the princess talk with Luna, didn't you?"



"Uh huh." Twilight tried to shake the incredulity out of her head. It wasn't working.



Cadance moved to her side and lay a wing over her withers. "She did it to me just before the wedding. You certainly took it better than I did. No Royal Canterlot Voice, for one."



Twilight smiled and leaned into Cadance's side. "So, how long is your full title?"



Cadance laughed. "Oh, Twilight, we'd be here all night. And it's all in Istallion."
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle's Formality Frustrations


      

      
      
         “I’m not ready. I’m not ready! I’ll never get it right in time! Oh, why did the Princess ever ask me to do this? Doesn’t she realize what is at stake? Surely some other pony could have gone! She could have gone! Why does it have to be me?! I’m going to get it wrong and then we’ll have another fifty years of nothing and it will be all my fault and everypony will look back and say ‘Oh, that Princess Sparkle, she seemed so promising, but then came the negotiations with the Lord-Prince of the Southern Ranges, and she mucked it all right up!”



“Calm yourself, darling,” replied Rarity in a soothing voice. “Sit right down and enjoy your tea. It can’t possibly be that bad, now can it? Oh, yes, I know that last time things went a teensy bit wrong, but surely that was just an overreaction! Why, I’m confident they will be quite reasonable when you meet them!”



“Reasonable? Reasonable?!” Twilight’s voice abandoned any attempt at calm, charging straight towards full-blown panic. “This is the first chance in two generations to open talks with the Southern Ranges! We haven’t heard a peep from them in fifty years, and now they reach out and Princess Celestia wants me to be the one to handle the greeting! Me!”



“Well, yes, dear. You did say you wanted to do more than smile and wave, did you not?”



“Yes! I did! But not if it means this much pressure! I have to make sure the greeting is perfect! I’ve read book after book, and they all say the herald said ‘Protector of the White Lake’ instead of ‘Protector of the White River’, and that HAD to be what offended them so!”



“So just say ‘Protector of the White River’, Twilight. Really, it’s hardly something to be so worked up over.”



Wordlessly, Twilight Sparkle slid over the scroll that bore Celestia’s request. Rarity took it up in her magic, and began reading. ‘Princess Sparkle...hope you will take the lead...Lord-Prince of the Southern Ranges...Shining Star of the Lost Llamas...Herald of Peace…” Slowly, Rarity let the paper flutter to the table beneath. “My. That is rather a lot of titles.”



“Thirty-Eight! There are thirty-eight separate titles there and I have to memorize each and every one, and do so perfectly, or I will be known as ‘Princess Twilight Sparkle the bringer of international catastrophes!’”



“Twilight, I say this as a pony who is an expert in the subject. I think you may be overreacting just a teensy bit. Now, again, sit down and enjoy your tea. A little relaxation will do wonders.”



This time, Twilight found herself settling upon the cushion across from Rarity. Though the force with which her magic seized the teacup was enough to slosh the contents about, when the sweetened tea flowed past her lips, a little of the tension drained from her posture. She allowed her eyes to drift shut, took another sip, and then a weary sigh escaped her. “Thank you, Rarity. You’re right that I need to look at this a little more calmly. Still, it’s an incredibly large responsibility, and I worry I may not be up to the task.”



Laughter was not the response Twilight had anticipated, though Rarity’s mirth faded beneath Twilight’s glare. “Oh, I don’t mean to laugh at you, Twilight, but listen to what you are saying! This from the pony who restored Princess Luna, who saved her friends from Discord, who defeated Chrysalis, Sombra, and Tirek?”



Twilight’s cheeks had turned red beneath their lavender fur, and she scuffed a hoof against the ground. “I had help for all of those. I couldn’t have done any of that without my friends, without you, Rarity.”



Rarity waved a foreleg dismissively, “Be that as it may, Twilight, it does not change that you lead us. And while I am no stranger to the pressures of high society, the idea that after all that, Twilight Sparkle could be laid low by the need to study?”



Twilight frowned. “Well, there was the one time with Smarty Pants…”



“That was different, Twilight. We ignored you, and I do admit you sometimes had a teensy-weensy problem with stress. But I promise, it will not be the same! For now, why don’t you put that book away? We will go get something to eat, maybe visit the spa, and you can return refreshed and ready to dig right back in.” Rarity extended a hoof to Twilight, and after a few moments hesitance, Twilight stepped forward and leaned in to embrace her friend.



“Thank you. I needed to hear that. I could certainly use a break. Still, this is very important, and I will not fail!” At that moment, Twilight’s stomach chose to audibly growl, and she found herself grinning sheepishly at Rarity.



“I know you won’t, darling. Now come along, I suspect you skipped breakfast and you should never work on an empty stomach.” The two friends left Twilight’s quarters behind, and the scroll lay forgotten for now.








“So, what yer sayin’ is that some fancy Prince is comin’ to visit, and you’re all wound up about it being he’s even prissier than Rarity at the Gala?” Applejack looked behind her to ensure she was hitched properly, then gave a hard pull until her cart began to roll behind her. The Ponyville Market had just closed for the day and she was returning home.



“Well, er, yes,” Twilight replied. “You know how Rarity does design work for Sapphire Shores, right? Has she ever told you how demanding she can be? You remember when…”



“Sweetie Belle got jealous, yup. Nearly ruined all of Rarity’s hard work. But in the end, she fixed it.” The two ponies walked through the streets of Ponyville, heading for the outer edge of town. “And even if she hadn’t, they’d have made up, and Rarity would have found somepony else to make dresses for, probably somepony even better’n Sapphire Shores.”



“Maybe she would have,” Twilight conceded, then fell quiet and let time pass, the two ponies walking side by side in silence. Finally, as the buildings began to thin and field replaced residencies, Applejack spoke once more.



“So, what did you two do next? After she’d calmed ya down?”



Twilight bore a slight smile as she spoke, “We got lunch, of course, and then spent the afternoon at the spa. It made me feel better, I know. But I’m still worried, Applejack.” Her friend snorted once, though soon she was chuckling.



“Rarity’s solution to everything is a spa visit. If she had to choose between spa visits or having a roof over her head, I’d consider it a coin flip which she’d pick.”



Twilight’s smile widened at that, and a faint giggle brought further levity to their conversation. “She may love hooficures just a little too much, maybe. But it helped, and right now I’ll take any help I can get.”



“Well, in that case, here’s what I think. You may be a Princess, Twilight, but yer still a pony, and sometimes ponies make mistakes. And y’know what? That’s okay. Nopony likes to stumble, but what really matters is whether you did your best to make an honest effort, and that afterwards you get right back up ready to try again, and ready to learn from what ya did wrong.” The cart slowed as the two reached Sweet Apple Acres, Applejack unlatching the gate before moving forward once more. “And I know you, Twilight Sparkle. Yer the sort of pony who gets back up.”



“Thanks, Applejack. You really are a good friend, and I don’t know where I’d be without you.”



“Probably up a creek without a paddle. Now scoot, I have chores to do and I think y’have some studying to finish.” Applejack headed towards her barn, while Twilight stood there watching her friend amble away. Then, she spread her wings, gave them a powerful flap, and took to the air to return home. Applejack was right. She had a summit to prepare for.








The next week was a hectic whirlwind as Twilight gave it her all to ensure she would be ready for the Lord-Prince’s arrival. An event of this magnitude meant meetings to arrange, banquets to plan, ponies to invite, seating arrangements. These, of course, meant reams of checklists, and that normally should have been something to enjoy, but there was simply too much to keep track of. The quiet halls of her castle had become anything but, for Celestia had seen fit to ensure Twilight had a more than adequate staff to help her prepare. Craftsponies filled the once-empty rooms with furnishings, ministers requisitioned newly-minted meeting rooms in order to plan, and once the kitchen ovens roared to life activity there never ceased. 



Twilight tried to be the oasis within the tempest, yet she could not help but be swept up as everything was centered around her. She’d known she would need to sign off on every major decision, yet she found herself pestered with questions like Should the salad have carrots or onions in it, Princess? An onion salad sounded weird, yet apparently the Southern Ranges were rumored to enjoy just that, so she had compromised by ordering 3 different salads for the welcome feast so nopony need feel left out.



Even with all the demands upon her time, Twilight made sure to set aside a half-hour each day to prepare her greeting. The rest of it wouldn’t matter if she offended the Lord-Prince and ruined things for another fifty years! Each notch on her calendar made the worry a little more acute, and as the day drew ever-closer, even her friends were unable to lift her out of that deep pit in her belly.



    On the final morning, Twilight awoke to sunlight streaming into her bedroom. She clenched her eyes shut, trying to will the sun down below the horizon and thus free herself of the coming obligation, yet that too was stopped by a rapping at her door. One of the maids poked her head in.



    “Princess? Are you awake? The Lord-Prince is scheduled to arrive in two hours, and the Princesses Celestia and Luna in one hour.” 



Twilight groaned as softly as possible, yet reluctantly dragged herself out of bed. A hoof to her chest, a deep breath, and then she forced a smile as she replied, “Thank you. I will be down for breakfast in a minute. Please let the kitchens know I would like blueberry pancakes.” They were a comfort food before exams, and Twilight felt today of all days justified the indulgence.

Though Twilight wished breakfast could have lasted far longer, it too had to end, and then she was hustled away to be dressed, have her mane styled, all the primping and preening to ensure she presented the image of a proper princess before the Lord-Prince. She gave a longing look to the room where she and her friends had their modest thrones, but today required the grand hall, one fit to serve for a proper audience. Twilight herself sat upon the primary dais, with Princesses Celestia and Luna flanking her on slightly lowered platforms, while all about the room were scattered nobles, ministers, and other members of the palace staff all poised to make the event as grand as possible. Her friends were standing at the forefront of the crowd, and each gave her an encouraging smile as the room bustled with growing anticipation.



There was a fanfare of horns, and all eyes turned to the doors as they were pulled open by unicorn guards. The procession came in, the Lord-Prince at its head. Each was clad in thick robes and a white porcelain mask, cloaking their features from the gathered Equestrians as the procession made its way towards the gathered Princesses. They marched in unison, and as one, they stopped, raised their heads, and looked at Twilight.



The moment of truth was upon her. Twilight surveyed the gathering, steeling herself against the nervous urge to simply teleport away and hide beneath her bed. She forced herself to take a deep breath, and began to speak.



“Equestria formally welcomes the Lord-Prince of the Southern Reaches, Guardian of the Red Mountains, Shining Star of the Lost Llamas, Sage of the Clouded Lake, Friend to the Shrouded Islands…” As each new honorific was recited, Twilight felt a sense of calm overtaking her. She had prepared for this. She’d practiced enough it had become automatic. A little voice in her head counted ten, then twenty. “Protector of the White River, Steward of the Everdiamond…” Thirty. Thirty-five. “The Radiant One, Duke of New Naman, and the Unflinching Eye. Be at peace, for we welcome you as friend.” Slowly...slowly, Twilight allowed herself to relax. She had done it. And then to her horror, a scribe on the floor below gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head. She’d made a mistake. Everything was ruined.



The masked Lord-Prince lifted his head to her, and Twilight felt her stomach turn to ice. Here it was. They were going to walk away and leave Equestria for another fifty years, just as feared. She couldn’t hide her shock as, instead, he spoke. “I, Lord-Prince Orin of the Southern Reaches, wish to honor Princess Twilight Sparkle, Savior of the Moon, Redeemer of the Chaos-Wyrm, Vanquisher of Tirek, Princess of Friendship, Bearer of Magic, and Steward of Ponyville. I wish to honor Princess Luna, Regent of the Night, Mistress of Shadow, the Dream-Maiden, she who chained Tiamat in Tartarus, Lady of Fertility, and Champion of the Lost. I wish to honor Princess Celestia, the Rising Sun, Lady of the Day, the Bright one, the Bringer of Peace, the Beacon to All, the Ever-Teacher, Friend to the Llama, Friend to the Shimmering Forests, Knower of the Hidden Truths, and bringer of far more blessings than I could ever do justice. I graciously accept your welcome, and hope we may begin a new era between our peoples.”

And then, then he reached a hoof up, placing it against his mask, and drawing it down and away to reveal a youthful stallion of dark blue coat and sea-green eyes. “And, I hope,” he added, voice even warmer without the mask muffling it, “That you will forgive my indiscretion in asking that we may dispense with the formalities, Princess Twilight. Fifty years ago, my grandfather fled in shame rather than admit his own ignorance when after such a grand welcome he was unable to respond in kind, for he had no idea how to give Princess Celestia her proper due.”



“Wait, what?!” The words burst forth from Twilight’s lips before she could stop herself, and the room went still. “You mean, you’re not upset there was something wrong with our greeting?!”



“Well,” the Lord-Prince began, “If you truly wish to be precise, it is the White Lake, not the White River.” Twilight’s face fell for but a moment, only for him to smile. “It is a trifling thing, nothing to worry about.”



Twilight fought to keep her composure, though she wanted to descend into nervous giggles. Somehow, somehow everything was alright. “Very well, then. I think,” she added, gesturing to a certain pony who was vibrating with pent-up excitement, “That if we keep Pinkie Pie from her welcome party a moment longer, she may explode.” She raised her head and happiness was in every word. “Everypony, today we welcome new friends. There will be time later for audiences, questions, and pragmatic details. For now?”



“LET’S PARTY!” cried out Pinkie, and a loud BOOM made the walls shake as a half-dozen party cannons went off together. Pandemonium turned to cheers as ponies broke up to enjoy the rapidly growing festivities, and Twilight let herself be swept away in the tidal wave of excitement. The formal robes and masks of their guests were soon discarded, and the two groups mingled, made friends, and celebrated as one.








Hours later, and she found herself alone with Prince Orin, and finally could not resist asking the one question that had bothered her ever since he had first spoke. “So,” Twilight began when a lull presented the chance, “We have been wrong this entire time about offending your people?”



“Stars above, yes!” Orin shook his head slowly about, “After the herald’s greeting, my grandfather thought Princess Celestia expected to be greeted in kind. He was terrified he would cause terrible offense, and so chose to flee rather than risk something worse.”



“Then all this time,” Twilight began, and Orin continued for her.



“We have each thought we gave offense to the other. It has all been one grave misunderstanding.”



“I suppose that will make a good lesson for the history books. Had we not both been so concerned over making a greater mistake, we could have avoided this the whole time.” Twilight turned and look towards the window where the sun was sinking towards the horizon. “This is one time I’m extremely glad to have been wrong, especially in light that after all that...I got the greeting wrong anyhow. Imagine if you had been everything we feared. Do you realize how embarrassing it would be to be known as Twilight Sparkle the Title Dropper?”
      

      
   
      Title Drop


      

      
      
         Applejack trotted down the street into ponyville, humming to herself. She had finished her chores for the day, and was looking forward to spending some time in town. Maybe she’d get to do some shopping, or run into one of her friends.



As Applejack cantered into the marketplace on the south side of town, she sighed at the wonderful smells from all the different things being sold, from the apple stand her brother was behind, to Bon Bons candy stall. A pleasant tune seemed to ring through the air as well, helping to muffle the harsh sounds of haggling ponies. She looked around, deciding where to start, when she spotted a familiar mane and tail, unmistakable as any other pony.



    A.J. approached Rainbow Dash, noticing the nice pair of tinted goggles on her face. Rainbow was admiring herself in the mirror of the stall, which seemed to be selling sunglasses and other tinted eyewear. 



“... These. Are. AWESOME. How much are they?” Rainbow was saying, as Applejack came into earshot.



“They’re a bit pricey ma’am, but well worth it. For just thirty bits you could be the coolest flyer around. And you'll never have to worry about Celestias great sun blinding you at an inopportune moment!” The salespony said. 



“Thirty bits?” Rainbow Dash said, her voice taking a confrontational tone. “That’s ridiculous. These are worth, like, fifteen, tops. I’m already the coolest flyer in equestria, let alone around here.”



    “Ah, but have you noticed the fine faux leatherwork around the cushion? You don’t see that level of craftsmanship from just anypony. I got those from a high class goggle maker in Canterlot. He supplies the Wonderbolts themselves.” He replied, with a smirk.



    “Yeah, and my dad sells apples to the apple family. Try another one.” Rainbow said, with a roll of her eyes. 



    The salespony took the goggles back from rainbow dash, and started pointing out the special features. 



“Fine, even if you don’t believe me about their origin, there’s no denying the quality here. The way the goggles’ shape fits your face. The wonderfully comfortable strap, guaranteed to not catch in your mane, while still securing them during even the most daring stunts. Twenty bits and they can be yours.” He snapped the headband once, to demonstrate, and held them up before rainbow, tempting her.



    “Look, give ‘em to me for twenty bits, and I wont tell Princess Twilight Sparkle how you tried to cheat one of her best friends.” Applejack let out a gasp. Rainbow ignored her.

 

    The salespony glared at her for a moment, then looked around nervously, and nodded. Rainbow Dash passed ever the bits and put on the goggles, smiling at her reflection in the mirror, before turning to Applejack.



    “So what’s up A.J.? Figured you’d be on the farm all day.” Rainbow said.



    “Ah finished mah chores early, but that aint important right now!” Applejack said, annoyed. “What do ya think you’re doin’, tellin that pony that you’d tell Twi if he didn’t lower his price? The price seemed right fair ta me, and Twi would never want her title dropped like that.”



    “Oh relax A.J. She won’t even find out, and he was totally overcharging me. I saw the same pair in Manehattan once, for like, twelve bits.”



    “Still don’t make it right…” Applejack grumbled, but let it go. 



They kept walking around the marketplace, every now and then Applejack would stop to look at something, or buy a snack. Rainbow strolled along next to her, finding cool stuff for sale, and commenting on A.J.’s choice of stalls.



    “Look, just ‘cause Apples Emporium don’t have no pogosticks or sunglasses for sale, don’t mean its not a good store. I happen to think the apple-themed carpets and clothes they sell are right nifty.” Applejack said. 



    “A.J. Darling, you think anything to do with apples is ‘nifty’,” said a voice from behind the pair. 



    “Rarity! What are you doing here today? I thought you had a big project to work on for some bigwig from Manehatten.” Rainbow Dash said, turning around to see their guest.



    “Hey Rares. Good ta see ya. What brings ya out here today?” Applejack asked.



    “I managed to finish my projects early, and the weather today was simply divine. I couldn’t bear to let it go to waste.”



    “Ahm glad  ya decided to join us. You out shopping for anything specific, or just wandering around?”



    “Well, I’ve been so busy with orders recently that I haven't had time to create anything new, so I thought I’d look around and see if inspiration struck,” Rarity said, stopping to look at a stained glass booth. 



    A shout snapped their heads up from the beautiful glass pieces. There was a commotion from a few stalls ahead of them. 



“What in tarnation is going on over there?” Applejack said.



“Looks like Swift Hoof got caught again. You’d think he would have learned from the last time,” Rainbow Dash said



“Ah know ah would never steal again if ah had been caught by a rope and hung upside down from a rooftop by The Batmare.” A.J. said with a giggle.



“Yeah, that was awesome. The way she just swooped in, and then wham, bow, hanging from a roof. Then she disappears as fast as she shows up! I wanna meet her so much. Even her costume is awesome. Hey Rarity, could you make me a costume that cool?” Rainbow Dash asked.



      At the silence that followed, the two mares looked around. Rarity was nowhere in sight. The stained glass stall was empty save for the shopkeeper. 



    “Now where’d that mare get to?” Applejack queried.



    “Maybe she saw a really nice dress? Or inspiration struck and she ran off to go make more dresses.” Rainbow Dash said with a bored tone. “C’mon A.J. I wanna see if The Batmare shows up to catch him again!”



    “All right, all right, Ahm comin’.” Applejack said, still looking around for Rarity. 



Rainbow Dash hurried forward, trying to keep up with the crowd following Swift Hoof. A.J. ran to catch up, easily keeping pace, and rolling her eyes at Rainbow’s excitement. As they rounded a corner, they saw Swift Hoof standing in the middle of the road, looking up. Following, they saw what had made him stop.



Standing on top of a house, with her cape billowing behind her, the masked unicorn glared down on the crowd staring up at her. Swift Hoof had stopped in his tracks, stunned by the reappearance of his foiler. 



“Drop the goods, or suffer the consequences,” The Batmare said, in a high feminine voice.



    “Never!” Swift Hoof shouted back, “You’ll never catch me!”



    “Really, do we have to go through this again?” Batmare said with a sigh. “It’s a nice day out, and I was hoping to get some shopping done.”



    “Ha! like I care about your shopping! You should just do what I do, and take what you want!” He yelled back.



    She glared down at him. “If we all did that, the economy would collapse! Now drop what you have wrongfully taken, or I’ll have to take them from you!”



    “You wont get me this time Batmare! This time I came prepared!” He said, as he pulled out a large tube. He pulled a lever on the side, and a net flew out the end, right at The Batmare.



    Batmare jumped to the side, rolling down the side of the house, then rising as she came to a stop just before the edge.



    She looked up in time to see Swift Hoof ride off on a scooter, racing through the crowd, causing ponies to scream and leap out of his way.



    “Stop this criminal act!” The Batmare shouted, as she jumped from one roof to the next. Swift Hoof turned left, and tore down the empty road, no longer having to slow down for the pedestrians. He might be a thief, but he wasn’t about to hurt innocent ponies. 



    Batmare jumped into the air between streets, then whipped a rope from her belt with her magic, throwing it onto a nearby overhang, she used it to swing around the corner. As she reached the apex of the swing she released the rope, and spread out her cape, stiffening it with her telekinesis, and flying down onto the street, right in front of Swift Hoof.



    “I’ve got you now!” She shouted, holding out a hoof in front of her.



    Swift Hoof saw her and panicked, leaping from his speeding scooter, he jumped into a side alley, leaving the scooter to fly at The Batmare. She enveloped it with her magic, diverted it towards a bush, then ran after him.



    She ran into the alley, only to find a dead end. Looking up, she saw Swift Hoof at the top of the wall. He gave her a wave and wink, and flipped over the wall, out of sight. The Batmare growled and ran after him, leaping up towards the top of the wall. 

 

Magic enveloped her hooves, and she landed on the wall, running up it, then jumped over the top, landing on the other side. Swift Hoof stared at her for a moment, then shook his head.



“Ya know, have you ever thought about a life of crime? You'd make a great Thief.” 



“When I was a foal a thief stole my father’s mustache. He carries extras now out of fear; I decided that day that nopony should ever have to feel that fear. I devoted my life to stopping ponies like you.” She replied.



“Well, there was no harm in asking,” he said, and jumped to the right, flying through a window. 



“Oh no you don’t!” She cried, and jumped in after him. The window led to a stairwell, and she heard his hoofsteps as he ran above her, apparently heading for the roof. “Heh, got you now.” She said to herself.



She ran up the stairs, following Swift Hoof. three floors later, she could hear him panting, out of breath. She smiled, not even breaking a sweat. She heard a slam from above, and rushed forwards. At the top of the stairs was a trapdoor, and no Swift Hoof. Batmare threw open the the hatch and climbed through. 



    “End of the line Swift Hoof!” She called over the wind. 



    Swift Hoof turned away from the edge to look at her. A smile on his face. 



    “Ahhh Batmare. I said I came prepared didn’t I? You think this has just been a random chase? No no My dear, this was a game of follow the leader. And you played your part perfectly.”



    Batmare tilted her head quizzically. Swift Hoof pointed behind her, and she turned her head to look, than gasped. There were three cannons set up, all pointing at her. She turned back to Swift Hoof, a frown on her face. 



    “You really are quite predictable my dear.” He said as he pulled out a remote. “Now, be a good girl, and stand still!” He pushed a button on the remote, and all three cannons fired at once, shooting out nets. The Batmare tried to dodge them, but they came from three different directions. She ducked under the first one, then dodged sideways from another, when the third one caught and wrapped around her, tangling her hooves and making her fall over.



She wriggled and writhed, trying to escape to no avail. Swift Hoof smirked down at her, enjoying the sight. Then he turned back and walked to the edge of the roof, looking back at her.



“You will always remember this day, Batmare, as the day you almost caught Swift Hoof, Thief Extraordinaire!” Then he jumped from the roof.



Batmare screamed, then he reappeared, being carried by a large griffon. She just stared at him in disbelief.



“Good Bye for now Batmare! Until next time!” he yelled, laughed as they flew away. 



Batmare glared after him, until he was out of sight. Then she used her magic to pull out a knife from her belt, and cut herself free. She stared after Swift Hoof for a moment, then sighed. “Next time…” she said and jumped back down the trapdoor.







“Ahm not letting you buy a pogo stick, Rainbow Dash!” Applejack said. They were standing in a small shop that seemed to sell only two things, Wonderbolt paraphernalia and pogosticks. “You’ll just hurt yourself. Ah already have to worry about you doing crazy stunts in the air, Ah ain't gonna let you do crazy stuff down here too.”



“Aw c’mon, you know im awesome enough to pull it off.” Rainbow replied. 



“Like when you pulled off breaking your wing? Or that time you crashed into my orchard and I had to carry ya to Nurse Redheart?”



“Hey! Those were just ‘cause of some slight miscalculations!” She said, a slight blush on her cheeks.



    “Don't try and use fancy mathematics to muddle the issue! I’m still not letting you get a pogo stick.”



    “Dear me, Rainbow Dash on a pogo stick? That sounds like the start of a bad joke.” A feminine voice said from behind them.



    “Rares!” Applejack exclaimed. “Glad ya found us after that commotion.”

    

    “How did you find us? The crowd got pretty crazy back there.” Rainbow asked.



    “Oh it wasn’t hard, I just had to think ‘which store sold the most cool stuff’, and here you were.” Rarity said with a giggle. 



    “Well, glad ya could rejoin us. I need a shopping buddy who appreciates things besides Wonderbolt merchandise.” Applejack said, sticking her tongue out at Rainbow.



    “Yeah, now I can talk to somepony about something beside apples!” Rainbow said, Sticking her tongue out back at A.J.



    Rarity just laughed at their antics, and said, “Come on girls, There's a sale at Dresses and Extreme Farming Supplies.”



    Applejack and Rainbow dash followed her out, still bickering, with smiles on their faces.


      

      
   
      Forever and Again and Again


      

      
      
         “Do you like it?”



Twilight started. “Princess!” She whirled around to face Celestia, twisting her legs across her chest and falling to the stone floor in a heap in front of the stained-glass window she had been staring at. “I’m sorry! You were late, and I thought maybe—”



“It’s alright, Twilight,” Celestia said, the great alicorn bending down to nose Twilight back to her feet.



“But the gardener said that you don’t let anyone come in here! And the guard said that—”



Celestia laughed. “Twilight, you’re a princess now. No part of the castle is off-limits to you. Not even this place.” Celestia spread one wing, sweeping it in a grand gesture across the oblong room, the light filtering in through dozens of stained-glass windows painting the marble floor every color there was in Equestria.



“Thanks,” Twilight said, her head bowed a little.



Celestia leaned in conspiratorially. “Though just between the two of us, the guards were told to stop trying to keep you when discovered how to get into the restricted section of the Royal Canterlot Archives at age six.”



Twilight blushed. “You knew about that?”



“Of course. Who do you think set up the alarm spells?”



“But Princess, there aren’t any alarm spells on the Royal Archives.”



“Not that make any sound,” Celestia said, smiling.



Twilight tilted her head. “What’s the point of an alarm spell if it doesn’t make any noise?”



“Because, Twilight, anyone who can get through the spells I have guarding it is far too dangerous for the Royal Guards to handle on their own.”



“Oh.” Twilight sighed, looking down at her reflection in the polished stone floor. “I’m still not used to thinking like that.”



“You have a long time to learn,” Celestia said, setting a hoof on the smaller pony’s shoulder. “And besides, it is not always good to think like me.”



“But Princess, you’ve ruled Equestria for a thousand years. You’re wise, and make good decisions, and you know practically everything!”



“You know as well as anypony that I don’t know everything.” Celestia smirked. “I hear there’s a young mare, not even twenty years old, who has worked out spells that I struggled with for centuries.”



“Only because you taught me!”



“I have had many students over the years, Twilight,” Celestia said, lifting her head. “None finished the spell but you. You may not know everything, but your talent at magic is unsurpassed.”



Twilight straightened up a little. “Thank you, Princess.”



Celestia laughed. “Twilight, please. I’ve been telling you, you can call me Celestia. Especially when we’re in private.”



“I know,” Twilight said, sighing. “It’s just so weird! Being a princess, trying to remember when I’m not supposed to use titles…”



 “To tell you the truth, Twilight, it has nothing to do with you being a princess now. You have always been very special to me.”



Twilight’s blush returned in full force, the smaller alicorn shifting awkwardly from hoof. “Thanks, Princ—er, Celestia.”



“Princer. Now that’s a new title.” Celestia lifted one hoof to stroke her chin. “Perhaps I shall have to get it added to the list.”



Twilight coughed, turning her head in an exaggerated motion as her eyes swept the hall. “So! What is this place?”



Celestia stepped out into the center of the room, waving her wing down the long row of arches, each separated by multiple stained glass windows set into the walls. Broken sunlight streamed into the room, painting the white stone with myriad colors. “This is where I keep my most precious memories. They don’t all fit into my study, after all.”



“Your memories?” Twilight trotted after Celestia. “What do you mean?”



 “Yes, my memories. After a while, most ponies have a tendency to forget history.” Celestia waved her hoof. “I don’t mean individual ponies, I mean all ponies. Names get forgotten, deeds fade into the blur of history, and only a few historians remember who ponies are.”



“And you.”



“And me.” Celestia took another step, raising her hoof to point at the stained glass window on the opposite side of the hall. “Can you tell me who those ponies are, Twilight?”



Twilight sprung forward to examine the window more closely. “Well, that’s General Ironhoof of Trottingham, and Commander Gallacious Gale of Cloudsdale.”



“And what about these other ponies?” Celestia’s hoof shifted down on the window towards a trio of ponies – a unicorn, a pegasus, and another earth pony – standing in a group.



“That’s Colonel Farrier, though judging by the stripes he was only a major at the time the window was made. He invented horseshoes – the game, not the shoes – after his defense of Seamount from the Prench navy by bringing down their sails with iron bands hooked around their masts by catapults.”



“Very good, Twilight. And the other two?”



Twilight bit her lip. “Uhm… well, I don’t know for sure, but if I remember right, that’s Captain Merriweather. She was in charge of the cumulonimbus formation at the Battle of Whitefeather. And that’s… uhm…” Twilight stared at the earth pony, then sighed, her ears falling. “I don’t recognize them.”



Celestia opened her mouth, only to be cut off by a torrent of words from Twilight.



“Wait! That’s Corporal Cob! He scavenged provisions for the EUP after the Prench spoiled their food with the lutefisk stockpiles they stole from the caribou.”



“That’s very good, Twilight. I’m impressed you remembered them all.”



“Thank you, Princess.” Twilight looked around. “I did recognize most of the ponies here, but they’re all very old. Why are these windows here? Did this used to be a meeting hall?”



Celestia shook her head. “No, Twilight. I moved them here once they were replaced in the main hall by new ones.”



“New ones? What do you mean? I’ve never seen any of these windows before.”



“You wouldn’t have. These were all replaced long before you were born.”



“Wow. I knew they were old, but…” Twilight stared at the window. “What happened to the new ones?”



“As I said, I replaced them.” Celestia walked up to the window with the five ponies on it. “With a different window.”



Twilight glanced from Celestia to the window. “But why? Aren’t they important?”



“Why? Hm.” Celestia looked out through the colored glass for a moment, the broken light painting her face a dozen hues. “Tell me, Twilight; do you know what kind of tea they liked?”



“Tea?” Twilight stared blankly up at her mentor, then at the window, then back again, sinking to the stone floor and covering her head with her hooves. “I don’t know! Why? Is it important? Did one of them invent tea?” Twilight lifted her head. “Or maybe it’s a trick question. Yes. One of them probably hated tea and burned it, or threw it into the sea, or—”



Celestia shook her head. “Twilight, this is not a test.”



Twilight blinked. “What?”



“You see, Twilight,” Celestia said as she lifted one hoof, slowly sliding it over the figures, “I think, to really know a pony, you must know how they like to take their tea.” She moved her hoof to the top of the window. “Ironhoof wanted it strong enough to stand a horseshoe in; I’m afraid he did not remove the leaves from his tea before drinking it.”



Her hoof slid over to the pegasus at the top of the window. “Now, Gale liked it however I did, no matter how terrible it was. I’m afraid poor Gallacious had a bit of a crush on me.”



Celestia’s hoof slid downwards. “Farrier was an experimenter; he tried just about every type of tea, but always with three drops of honey. Cob despised tea, he would only drink coffee, and even after the lutefisk dump, he continued to drink his from the ruined stores.” Celestia shook her head. “I’m afraid his tongue never quite recovered. And as for Merriweather…”



Celestia tapped her hoof on the glass. “Merriweather thought that anyone who needed coffee or tea was weak, as she never needed it to wake up in the morning. Merriweather never did learn that the truly important thing about tea was not the tea, but whom you were sharing it with.” Celestia smiled. “Always impatient, that one.”



“Wow,” Twilight said, staring before she laughed quietly. “And you said you don’t know everything.”



“Only most things,” Celestia said, turning her head and winking.



“But wait… what does that matter? How does that explain why the windows got replaced?”



“Because, Twilight, nopony knows how they liked their tea.” Celestia turned away from the window. “Some ponies will remember Gale’s postwar time in the weather service, or Ironhoof’s retirement in the Hayseed swamp. Captain Farrier might be better remembered for horseshoes than he is his role in the war, and I think he would like it that way.” Celestia shook her head. “Cob and Merriweather are hardly remembered at all. But nopony remembers who they were, not really.”



“Nopony except for you, you mean.”



Celestia smiled and bobbed her head. “But I don’t need a window in the hall to remember them by. If someone comes for an audience with me, I would like for them to see a pony with whom they might someday share tea.”



“But what about history?”



“What about it?” Celestia walked down the hall. “There is history made in every generation. There is no reason why they need to see the search for the Crystal Empire of 740, or the befriending of the Breezies in 467, or the baking of the Great Cake of Oxford in 984.”



“The Great Cake of Oxford?” Twilight stared at the stained glass window, adorned with minotaurs and ponies alike.



“Yes.” Celestia bobbed her head. “I thought it might be nice to commemorate.”



“But that wasn’t even that long ago! Why did you have it replaced?”



“It kept making me hungry.” Celestia paused, staring at the window for a long moment. “It was a very good cake.”

 

Twilight rubbed her foreleg with her hoof. “So which ones did we replace?”



“Oh, Twilight. Don’t worry about that. You’ve earned every window in the Great Hall, and probably a few more besides.” She looked back at Twilight and smiled. “And I won’t even have to replace them.”



“Huh? Why not?”



Celestia prodded Twilight with the tip of her wing.



“Oh, right,” Twilight said, looking back at her own side. “I still forget I have these, sometimes.”



“It’s alright, Twilight. You’ll get used to them. You’ll have plenty of time, after all.” Celestia walked past Twilight, slowly strolling back towards the entryway.



“Wait.”



“Hm?” Celestia looked back over her shoulder.



“I recognized most of these—well, other than the cake, one, obviously—but I couldn’t figure out who she was.”



“The one you were looking at when I startled you?” Celestia turned around to face the window in question. An aged unicorn lay reclined with a book spread open across her forelimbs, her coat several shades of pink and gray beneath her purple robes. “Ah, yes. Twéoneléoht lived a very, very long time ago. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of her.”



“That sounds like Old Equish.”



“It is.”



“Wow.” Twilight stared at the stained glass window, her eyes widening. “Wait, does that mean that this window predates Luna’s banishment?”



Celestia laughed, shaking her head. “No. It is only about six hundred years old; there was a fad back in the early 330s to name your foals in Old Equish rather than the modern tongue. They thought it made them sound more dignified.” She gave voice to another chuckle. “I didn’t have the heart to tell them they were pronouncing their names wrong.”



“Wow. That’s kind of embarrassing, actually.”



“I never told most of them.” Celestia lifted a hoof to set it flat against the window. “I told her, though. She thought it was funny.”



“Who was she?” Twilight asked, tilting her head.



“She was a very special pony,” Celestia said, closing her eyes.



“Well, I guessed that much. She did get a window, after all.”



“I suppose so.” Celestia leaned forward, resting her horn against the glass. “Would you believe that she was worried about it?”



Twilight blinked. “Worried about getting a window?”



“No. Worried that I would get rid of it.”



“Oh. Well, you didn’t.”



“No, I didn’t.” Celestia opened her eyes, looking up into the purple eyes of the pony in the window.



“Why did they hide her cutie mark?”



“They didn’t.” Celestia’s hoof slid down the glass to rest on the pony’s robed flank. “It was here originally. It was very beautiful.”



“I did notice that part of the window looked kind of funny.”



“Well, I’m afraid I’m not quite as good at repairing stained glass windows as the pony who made this.”



“Wait, you repaired it? I didn’t mean—”



Celestia shook her head slightly, never breaking eye contact with the glass pony. “It’s alright. I just couldn’t bear to ruin the window with a sloppy star.”



“So what happened to it?”



“A colt threw a rock and broke it around the time you were foaled.”



“Wow,” Twilight said, glancing back towards the exit before doing a double take. “Wait, how did a foal get out into your private garden?” 



“Oh, he didn’t. It was still in the Great Hall back then.”



Twilight blinked. “Wait, it was still in the great hall? I thought you said you replaced these when…”



Celestia smiled sadly. “I do, ordinarily. But I may have been being a little selfish.”



“Princess…” Twilight looked from Celestia to the robed pony, then back again. “Who was she to you?”



“She was my wife.”



Twilight nearly fell over again. “Your wife?”



Celestia nodded her head, finally breaking eye contact with the window to look back at Twilight. “Yes.”



“I didn’t know you were ever married.”



“It isn’t common knowledge.”



Twilight licked her lips. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up a bad memories.”



“You didn’t.” Celestia still wore the same little smile. “They’re happy ones.”



“I’m sorry, you just seemed—”



“Sad?” Celestia met Twilight’s gaze. “One of the reasons I don’t tell many ponies is because I don’t want them feeling sorry for me.”



Twilight looked away. “I didn’t mean to.”



“I know.”



As Celestia stepped forward, Twilight began to move out of the way, only to be wrapped up in a large white wing, the feathery limb tugging her against Celestia’s chest.



“Princess?”



Celestia laughed quietly. “I thought I told you to stop calling me that.”



“Sorry.”



“Don’t apologize.” Celestia stepped away after a moment, standing alongside Twilight as the pair stared out through the tinted glass, the garden beyond only barely visible as shadows behind it.



“What was she like?”



“Smart. Funny. She loved to read.” Celestia paused. “And take a little more than her fair share of the blankets.”



“So she was a scholar, then?”



“Head of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns; before that, she was head of the Astronomy department. She was quite gifted.”



“Really? But I thought I knew the name of every famous astronomer.”



“She never was very famous for it. Or anything, really.” Celestia stared at the glass. “She didn’t really like attention very much. As I found out when I first met her.”



Twilight arched an eyebrow. “Came on a bit strong?”



Celestia laughed. “No. I just was a bit too interested in her cutie mark. I thought she was a prophecy come true when I first met her; it was only later that we fell in love, after I scared her off a few times.”



Twilight blinked, looking up at the taller alicorn. “Prophecy?”



“On the longest day of the thousandth year, the stars will aid in her escape, and she will bring about nighttime eternal.”



Twilight stared. “What does that have to do with her?”



“With her cutie mark,” Celestia pointed at the glass pony’s flank, “I thought she might represent the stars.”



“Oh. So you thought… she was going to free Luna?”



“I did.” Celestia bowed her head.



“But that wasn’t supposed to happen for another six-hundred years!”



“I thought she might become an alicorn.”



“Oh.” Twilight’s eyes fell to the floor, picking out the outline of the pony on the polished stone. “I’m sorry that she didn’t. I would have liked to meet her.”



Celestia set her hoof on Twilight’s back. “You’d have a lot to talk about.”



“Yeah! Like, what you were like back then, and what history was like back then, and why ponies took so long to figure out how comets work, and—”



“You could ask me those things.” Celestia’s eyes twinkled. “In fact, I’m fairly certain that you already have.”



“I know! But it would be a different, you know, perspective.” Twilight gestured vaguely with her hooves.



“Makes sense. I would have liked for you to have been able to meet her. But,” Celestia looked back at the window, “If she had, you might not ever have existed in the first place.”



“I guess that’s true.” Twilight’s ears fell. “Do you miss her?”



“I do,” Celestia said, “But not every day. It isn’t so hard, after a while, not if you don’t dwell on it.” She shook her head. “You do miss the dead, but everypony does.”



“What is it like, anyway?” Twilight tilted her head. “Living forever, I mean.”



Celestia rubbed Twilight’s back. “Well, you’re about to find that out, aren’t you?”



“Slowly. A little warning would be nice.”



“That’s funny. She said the same thing.”



Twilight sat for a moment before squeaking loudly, her face turning scarlet as she pulled away from Celestia’s hoof. “Princess!”



“She said that, too,” Celestia said, smirking.



“Ugh.” Twilight buried her head in her hooves. “You’re terrible, you know that?”



“Oh, I know.” Celestia chuckled. “She made sure to tell me that every day. Sometimes more. And she kicked me. She had surprisingly hard hooves.”



“Surprisingly hard as in harder than you’d think, or… wait, you’re just changing the subject.” Twilight looked up. “Really, how hard is it to see someone and know they’re going to die?”



“Well, you know that they’re going to die too.”



Twilight stomped her hoof. “You know what I meant!”



“Well, for a normal pony, half the ponies they ever meet will die before they do. For us, it is all of them, but I don’t think it is really any different, moment to moment. Or if it is any different, nopony could ever explain the difference to me.”



“I guess that makes sense.”



Celestia looked down at Twilight. “You know, a lot of ponies had very funny ideas after my wife died, that living forever would be very painful. But it isn’t. Everypony has loved ones die. It would be selfish to think that we’re any different just because we live longer.”



“Yeah, I kind of figured. I mean, my grandparents died when I was a foal, so I kind of remember them, and I remember I loved them, but I didn’t really know them, you know?” Twilight gestured vaguely. “I just wanted to know if I was, you know, missing something.”



“Wise.” Celesta took another glance at the window. “You know, when she was dying, she was more scared about what would happen to me when she was gone than she was about herself.”



“Well, it makes sense logically,” Twilight said. “Once a pony is dead, they can’t really feel anything. It’s only living ponies who feel sad, or happy, or anything else for that matter.”



“You don’t believe in an afterlife?”



Twilight blinked. “You do?”



Celestia draped her wing over the smaller pony’s back, tugging Twilight in closer to her side. “Not exactly. Sometimes, though, I see things.”



“Things? You don’t mean ghosts, do you? Because ghosts—”



“I mean magic. Tell me, Twilight, what is Clover’s first law?”



“Magic can never be created or destroyed, only changed.”



Celestia nodded. “Just so. I think we’re more than just our bodies; I think we’re our magic too. And while our bodies may go away, our magic, it goes out there into the world when we die.” She waved her hoof in a wide sweeping motion. “And sometimes, that magic, it comes back and finds its way into another pony.”



Twilight sat down under Celestia’s wing. “I’m sorry, but that’s really hard to believe, Princess. I mean, cutie marks are never the same.”



“No one has ever proven that to be true, Twilight. Sometimes, I think I’ve seen the same cutie mark twice.”



Twilight sat there for a moment before sighing, straightening up and brushing her mane out of her face. “Ugh. Well, if anyone would have seen it, it would have been you.” Twilight shook her head. “Still, reincarnation seems kind of far-fetched. And kind of creepy. I mean, what if your wife came back to life and you met her as a foal and she didn’t remember anything?” 



Celestia gave Twilight a light squeeze with her wing. “You know, you were a lot less cynical about this the last time we had this conversation.”



“But we’ve never had—” Twilight glanced up and spotted Celestia’s smirk. “Oh, har har. You know, I’m starting to understand why your wife used to kick you.”



 “It took you a lot longer than it took her. She told me she wanted to kick me the first time we spoke.”



Twilight rolled her eyes, nudging Celestia with her shoulder as she rose back to her hooves. “Come on, let’s go see if they’ve brought our tea out yet.”



“Oh? What kind of tea did you ask for?”



Twilight shrugged as she slipped away from Celestia’s wing. “I asked them to bring two cups of what you had last time.”



“Mmm.” Celestia glanced back over her shoulder at the stained glass window as the two ponies began to amble out, side by side.



“Is something wrong, Princess?”



Celestia smiled. “No, I don’t think so.”
      

      
   
      Don't Worry, We'll Think of a Title


      

      
      
         Blinking lights illuminated the Ponyville Cinema marquee in the fading sunlight of the evening. Three fillies stood underneath, craning their necks to look at the list of movie titles spelled out in block letters above them.



“What are we doing at the movie theater?” Sweetie Belle said. “You said you had A Simple Plan to get our cutie marks, Apple Bloom.”



“I hope this goes better than last week when you said Let’s Be Cops,” Scootaloo said, rolling her eyes.



“Sure is! If we Analyze This movie and write a review for the Foal Free Press, then everypony will read it and we’ll get our cutie marks as film experts!” Apple Bloom said.



“That sounds way better than when we tried to write that Gabby Gums column,” Sweetie Belle said. “All we learned from that was How To Lose Friends & Alienate People.”



Scootaloo tilted her head. “What do you mean ‘people?’ Have you been talking to Lyra again? She’s kind of a Psycho.”



“That’s not fair. She’s really nice. She’s definitely The Last Unicorn I’d ever expect to hurt anyone,” Sweetie Belle said.



Apple Bloom gave her a look. “Yeah, Scootaloo. That’s not a nice thing to say. Applejack says it’s important to Do The Right Thing.”



“Well, whatever. We’re not here to argue. We’re here to see The Greatest Show on Earth,” said Scootaloo.



“And we’d better hurry,” Apple Bloom said. “If we want to write a review, there’s a Deadline at Dawn.”



“I’m ready to pick apart every bit of this movie—The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly—and tell everypony what I thought,” Sweetie Belle said. “Movie expert cutie marks would be the coolest!”



“You sure do watch a lot of movies, Apple Bloom,” said Scootaloo. “I Know What You Did Last Summer.” 



“Well, ever since I saw my first movie here with Applejack and Big McIntosh, movies have had a Deep Impact on me. That’s why I think we should become Cutie Mark Crusader Movie Experts!”



“I wish I could’ve seen more movies, but school takes up so much time,” Scootaloo said. “If only we could get (500) Days of Summer.”



“Yeah, too bad we only get about 9 ½ Weeks,” Apple Bloom said.



Sweetie Belle was looking at the handsome faces of the actors on the movie posters. “You know, I’ve always wanted to go visit one of the big studios in Applewood! They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?” Sweetie Belle said.



“Phffft! Of course!” Scootaloo said. “How else would you make a movie?”



“I Accuse My Parents of not taking me to the theater enough to give me a knowledgeable background in cinema.”



“Yeah, sometimes you’re the only one in The Room not to understand a movie reference,” Scootaloo said.



“You should at least be Almost Famous before you try to make it in the movie business, though,” Apple Bloom said. “I’ve heard it’s hard to get noticed in the big city.”



“And All the Pretty Horses won’t even notice you unless you’re someone famous,” Scootaloo added.



“I hope someday I make it Big,” Sweetie Belle said with a sigh.



“It’d be pretty cool to be a Celebrity,” Scootaloo agreed.



“Yeah, ain’t it fascinatin’ how ponies all over Equestria watch the same movies? You can even strike up a conversation with Strangers on a Train about your favorite ones!” Apple Bloom said.



“How about we just hurry Up and choose something to see today?” Sweetie Belle said, pointing a hoof up at the titles on the marquee.



“Good point. We’ll be here From Dusk til Dawn if we can’t decide on something,” Apple Bloom said.



“And we should make sure we get there before it starts, so we don’t Crash a showing that’s already in progress,” Scootaloo added.



Sweetie Belle pointed up at the movie times listed on the marquee. “If we can’t choose a movie in 30 Minutes or Less then it’ll be too late.”



“Guess we’d better Rush, then!” Scootaloo said.



“I think we should go see a Scary Movie,” Apple Bloom said.



Sweetie Belle frowned. “That doesn’t sound like What A Girl Wants.”



“I think it sounds awesome! I want to go see a Scary Movie 2!” Scootaloo said.



“How did I get Tangled up in this?” Sweetie Belle muttered under her breath.



Apple Bloom trotted over in front of a poster, a hoof-painted depiction of a pony running through a dark forest, the shadowy outline of a bat-winged creature lurking behind her. “This one looks pretty scary! I wonder who The Artist was!”



“We can’t see that one,” Scootaloo said, pointing to the small print at the bottom. “It doesn’t come out until The Day After Tomorrow.”



 “Isn’t that An Inconvenient Truth,” she said with a sigh.



“What a relief,” Sweetie Belle said. “Last time I went to a horror movie, I Ran out of the theater.”



“Oh well,” Scootaloo said. She looked at the other posters on the wall. “Is there Anything Else we wanted to see?”



Apple Bloom looked up at the titles on the theater marquee and scratched her chin. “What was the name of that movie about The Fable of the Kid Who Shifted His Ideals to Golf and Finally Became a Baseball Fan and Took The Only Known Cure?”



“I’ve never heard of It,” Scootaloo said with a shrug.



“I didn’t get any of what you said. When did you Stop Making Sense?” Sweetie Belle said, blinking in confusion.



“I just Wanted to see if you knew,” Apple Bloom said.



Sweetie Belle let out a groan. “There’s not that many choices. It shouldn’t take us 127 Hours just to agree on one movie.”



“Well, why don’t you Step Up and give a suggestion yourself?” Apple Bloom said.



“I’m ready to Say Anything at this point,” Sweetie Belle said.



Scootaloo raised an eyebrow. “I Suspect you’re about to suggest something.”



“You know what I would Love Actually?” Sweetie Belle said. “A romantic comedy!”



“Don’t Say a Word. There is absolutely no way you can get me into a movie like that,” Scootaloo said.



“Doesn’t it sound wonderful, though?” Sweetie Belle said in a dreamy tone. “A story of two ponies who are Truly Madly Deeply in love!”



“I’m with Scootaloo on this one. If you try to get me into one of those sappy love stories, There Will Be Blood,” Apple Bloom said.



“What do you Mean Girls?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“Romantic comedies are, Far and Away, the worst movies ever,” Scootaloo said.



“I guess our tastes in movies are as different as Knight and Day,” Sweetie Belle said.



“We should see something exciting instead. Something with True Grit,” Scootaloo said.



“Sounds like you’re in the mood for An Awfully Big Adventure,” said Apple Bloom. “Got anythin’ specific in mind?”



“Yeah! I know just The Thing we should see!” Scootaloo said.



“Why don’t you Go ahead and tell us what it is, then?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“There’s a new Daring Do movie out this week. Rainbow Dash said that’s As Good As It Gets when it comes to action!” Scootaloo said.



“I thought you Saw that movie already,” Apple Bloom said.



“I did, but I’d be willing to see it 300 times since it’s just that amazing!”



“What’s it about?” Sweetie Belle asked. “I’m kind of Clueless.”



“It’s an Adaptation. of one of the best books in the series. Daring Do is on a quest to find the National Treasure when suddenly it gets Stolen by her nemesis, the Lord of War, Ahuizotl! She has to Face/Off against him. But then he’s Gone in 60 Seconds, and Daring Do is Left Behind in the jungle,  leaving her Trapped in Paradise! Seeking Justice, Daring has to follow him north, where she has to Trespass into The Frozen Ground. Daring is filled with Rage and knows it’s Time to Kill. It’s totally Kick-Ass! But then—“



“Hold up. This is the End! Don’t spoil it before we see the movie,” Apple Bloom said.



Scootaloo shrugged. “It’s still a good movie even Knowing what’s Next.”



“It sounds pretty Over the Top to me,” Apple Bloom said.



“Just Once I wish we could agree on something,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Old habits Die Hard,” Apple Bloom replied.



“There’s not that many choices, guys,” Scootaloo said. “This theater only has Se7en screens.”



“That’s only a few less than 8 ½,” Sweetie Belle remarked.



“Why would any theater only have half a screen?” Apple Bloom said. “Why not just have 9 screens?”



“But that would be Two Much,” Sweetie Belle replied.



“If this goes on any longer, I’m going to Scre4m,” Apple Bloom said.



“This whole argument feels like it’s been going on Non-Stop,” Scootaloo said. “Can’t we just decide on a movie yet?”



“This whole ‘movie critics’ idea is really Goin’ South,” Apple Bloom said.



“We shouldn’t have Taken your advice,” Scootaloo said.



“It’s not Her fault,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Are We Done Yet?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Maybe we shouldn’t see a movie at all,” Scootaloo suggested. “We could always just Take the Money and Run.”



“That sounds pretty City Slickers II: The Legend of Curly’s Gold,” Sweetie Belle said.



Apple Bloom tilted her head, frowning. “I’m not sure what you’re tryin’ to say there,” she said. “I guess it was Lost in Translation.”



“Where the Hell’s that Gold?!!?” Sweetie Belle muttered under her breath.



“Never mind that. I’m still Waiting… for one of you to come up with a movie to watch,” Apple Bloom said.



A few well-dressed stallions walked past them and approached the ticket booth.



“Hey, look. Some Grown Ups,” Sweetie Belle said.



Scootaloo pointed at one of them. “You should go talk to The Horse in the Gray Flannel Suit and ask what he’s going to see,” she said.



“Which one? The Red Pony?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“No, I meant The Silver Stallion: King of the Wild Brumbies,” Scootaloo said, rolling her eyes. “Of course the red pony.”



“Maybe him and his friend can Help! us decide what movie to see,” Apple Bloom said.



“They look like Goodfellas,” Scootaloo said.



Sweetie Belle approached the two stallions, trying to act casual. “What’s Up, Doc? We were just wondering what the best movie in theaters is right now.”



The stallion looked her in the eye and said simply, “Night of the Day of the Dawn of the Son of the Bride of the Return of the Revenge of the Terror of the Attack of the Evil, Mutant, Alien, Flesh Eating, Hellbound, Zombified Living Dead Part 2 in Shocking 2-D.”



Scootaloo blinked at him. “That sounds Super.”



“I say we Just Go With It,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Just in the Nick of Time! The movie’s almost about to start,” Apple Bloom said. She started trotting towards the theater doors.



“Slow down a bit. Walk Don’t Run into the theater,” Sweetie Belle said.



“Is there still time to get snacks?” Apple Bloom asked. “I’m just about hungry enough to eat Seven Pounds of popcorn all by myself.”



“Nah, let’s just hurry and get good seats. I hate when you’re stuck in the front row and the movie is Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close,” Scootaloo said.



“I Can’t Hardly Wait to see this movie, write a review, and finally get our cutie marks!” Apple Bloom said as they headed into the theater.








They were still talking about the movie several days after they watched it, long after they had forgotten what the title was.



“I loved that movie. I would definitely recommend it for Me and You and Everyone We Know,” Scootaloo said.



“I’ll be thinking about that twist ending for The Next Three Days,” Apple Bloom said.



“Yeah. But it’s too bad our movie review didn’t make much of a Splash,” Sweetie Belle said. “We still didn’t get our cutie marks.”



“Something about our review just didn’t Click with the readers,” Scootaloo said.



“It Seemed Like A Good Idea at the Time,” Apple Bloom muttered.



“What A Series of Unfortunate Events,” Scootaloo said.



“I thought for sure we’d get our cutie marks and this would be Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade,” Apple Bloom said.



Scootaloo stared at her.



“So, like, it’s the last crusade for our cutie marks or something? That’s what you were trying to say, right? Man, what an awful Punchline.”
      

      
   
      Better Batter Bitter


      

      
      
         Mornings in Canterlot Castle had always been her favorite. She had awoken at a perfectly reasonable hour today, and yet the tourists had yet to arrive. The fops were all at Day Court, and even the maids and guards were squirreled away throughout the castle, performing their individual duties. Strolling together through the deserted hallways, well…



“It’s just so quiet, you know?” Sunset Shimmer looked to her side and offered a meek smile. “In a good way.”



Twilight Sparkle nodded her head eagerly and returned the smile. “I know exactly what you mean. In the afternoons, the castle is just so full and boisterous.”



Sunset smirked. “And the evenings always had some absurd social function, which I’d usually duck out on.”



“You too?” They shared a conspiratorial chuckle. “Not as much anymore, but back when I was the Princess’s student, I always used to hide away in the library archives. I’d say that I’d been researching and had simply lost track of the time.” Twilight grinned. “It wasn’t usually a fib.”



“But mornings,” said Sunset, before taking in a deep lungful of air, “mornings are something special. It's so different, compared to Canterlot High.”



As the pair walked down the deserted corridors, past the Puddinghead Audience Hall, Twilight looked Sunset up and down with an inquisitive eye. “It must really be nice to be back, isn’t it? After how many years?”



“Too many.” Sunset chuckled and gave a quick wiggle of a forehoof, before returning to her gait. “I forgot how great it was to have four of these. Or a coat, for that matter.”



“You do look quite pretty, this way.”



Sunset smirked at her. “I just meant not having to worry about zits.” Once their laughter died down, Sunset looked to either side of the hallway, reading the familiar door plates of rooms she had spent countless hours within. “But, yeah. Yeah, it is. I mean, I know you can relate, since you were Princess Celestia’s student too, and all, but… Just think of the countless hours we’ve spent here. Studying, living, growing. All this time spent under the Princess’s wing, and then suddenly”—she attempted to make an exploding gesture with her hoof, before staring at the appendage and remembering she had no fingers—”it was all gone. Because I ran away.”



Nodding, Twilight approached her side and placed a comforting wing on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I know how painful those memories are for you.” A small crease formed upon her brow. “I was curious about one thing, though. You’d said that you ran away to Canterlot High in order to get away from Princess Celestia. But if that alternate dimension had its own Principal Celestia, wasn’t that—Oof!”



Upon rounding the corner, Twilight collided with a flighty hoofmaid, skull to horn. They each staggered backward, faces contorted. “Ooo, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” pleaded the hoofmaid. “A thousand pardons, it’s just that I’m new, and, uhh…” As she opened her eyes and faced the pair once more, her eyes doubled in size.



“At-cha-cha…” Twilight ratcheted one of her eyes open, forcing a smile on top of her pain. “It’s not your fault. I was talking with a friend and wasn’t watching where I was going.”



Motoring her mouth open and shut, at once the hoofmaid found her voice and put it to good use. “Oh stars and asteroids, Princess Twilight! My most humblest of apologies!” She genuflected, dipping so low that her bangs fell across her eyes.



“Really, I promise I’m fine.” The pain faded enough that Twilight could remove her hoof from her horn, amid Sunset’s silent nods to the affirmative. “I’m not upset over an honest mistake.”



“Oh, but I should have taken more care!” the hoofmaid moaned. “It was my reckless haste which injured you. And not just anypony, but Princess Twilight Sparkle. The Princess of Friendship!”



“Yes.” Twilight tittered, giving Sunset a wincing, apologetic look. “That’s me.”



“The Element of Magic!” the hoofmaid continued in unabated praise. “Solver of Starswirl the Bearded’s Final Mystery!”



“Those too.” Twilight’s jaw locked her smile into place, and her wings squeezed firmly against her side. “But please, there’s no need for formalities.”



Sunset Shimmer, meanwhile, recognized the awkward tension for what it was, and felt that it was her civic duty to participate. She wore a wide, toothy grin and tried to hide behind Twilight, only to discover to her surprise that Twilight was trying to hide behind her.



Alas, the hoofmaid was properly starstruck. “Head Organizer of Ponyville’s Winter Wrap-up! One-Time Adjudicator of the Rainbow Falls Traders Exchange! Official Spokespony for Good Grub’s Hayburgers!”



“Please.” A fierce burning rose to the tips of Twilight’s ears, as she cowed her head and looked to the maid with pleading eyes. “Just Twilight is fine. I insist.”



Snapping back to the present, the hoofmaid looked from pony to pony, and gradually the blood drained from her face. The hoofmaid’s ears flattened against her skull, and she backpedalled down the side hall that she had emerged from, bowing with every other step. “Oh! My apologies, Your Highness! I didn’t mean to make a scene, Your Highness! Please, enjoy your morning, Your Highness!” After a few more bows, she turned tail and fled into a side room. And again, the two were alone.



Twilight Sparkle slumped at once, her head cast downward and her wings drooping from her form. She sighed with a heavy breath.



Sunset gave a sympathetic chuckle, bumping her friend on the shoulder. “Wow, that’s a lot of titles. I knew about the Princess of Friendship and the Elements and that, but some of those were a surprise. Does that mean you get a discount at Good Grub’s, or…”



“I’m sorry about that.” Twilight idly flicked her tail and turned her head away. “I really wish ponies wouldn't make a big deal about all that. From what Celestia told me, it doesn’t get any better with time.”



“I guess not,” Sunset admitted with a shrug, “but you’re probably used to it by now, right? Didn’t you get some of that when you were the Princess’s student?”



Twilight turned back to face her, understanding slowly dawning in her eyes. “Wait, you too?”



“Sure, don’t you remember?” Sitting back on her haunches, Sunset cleared her throat and adopted her best Canterlot accent, dry and monotonous. “Fillies and gentlecolts, your attention. Presenting the arrival of Sunset Shimmer, esteemed protégé of Princess Celestia.”



Giggling with none of the maturity of a royal princess, Twilight Sparkle adopted a similar pose and tried to compose herself. “Valedictorian of Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns,” she said in a nasally voice.



“Foremost leader in her class, in the areas of mathematics—”



“—spellcraft theory—”



“—and general metaphysical principles,” they said in unison, before devolving into a fit of snickering.



“Two-time Ms. Junior Canterlot,” said Sunset.



“Four-time Canterlot Spelling Bee champion,” Twilight added.



“Artisan of the Perfect Pancake.”



Twilight gave an idle chuckle. She tilted her head to the side. She blinked twice. “Hmm?”



Sunset blinked back. “Mmm? Oh, nothing. The Princess always used to enjoy my pancakes whenever I made breakfast for the two of us, and she knew how much I hated all the titles.” She shrugged, wearing a bashful grin. “I guess it was just her idea of a joke.”



“Ah.” Twilight nodded, before quietly adding. “I see.”








Princess Celestia smiled with her whole body, bathing the room in her warmth as she looked to the door of her chambers. “My dear Twilight Sparkle—”



Twilight closed and latched the door behind her, before turning to face her former teacher. She glared straight through her with furrowed brow. “Artisan. Of the Perfect. Pancake.”



Celestia’s jovial tone did not waver for an instant. “—I’m afraid I cannot chat now. The Everfree Forest is on fire, you see, so I really must go and… fix.” She promptly spun about and walked toward her rear chamber doors, which also snapped shut from Twilight’s magenta aura. Without missing a beat, the Princess’s horn lit brightly. In a flash she vanished from the room, only to reappear a split-second later, clutching at her head. “Honestly? A magical gravity well, Twilight? Do you have any idea how badly this smarts?”



“Princess, you gave Sunset Shimmer an award for pancakes?”



Celestia frowned gently, and her ears had the faintest sag to them. There wasn’t much to it, but Twilight had spent enough years fixating on her teacher’s opinion of herself in order to recognize the signs of disappointment. “Sunset Shimmer accomplished a great many things during her time here as my student. I thought that you might be excited for her.”



Twilight squinted, rubbing a hoof between her eyes “No, yes, I am happy for her. I’m not jealous… I’m not,” she insisted in reply to Celestia's questioning look. “I don’t want to take that title away from her; I don’t even like titles. It’s just…” She drooped her head down, unable to maintain eye contact with the princess any longer. “You had always told me how much you loved my pancakes. Whenever I made breakfast for you.”



Celestia’s worried gaze softened and regained its warmth. She approached the younger princess and lowered her head until they smiled eye-to-eye with one another. “Your pancakes are wonderful because of how much heart and care you put into making them. It is truly an honor, each and every time that you grace me with your cooking. I couldn’t possibly choose between your own marvelous pancakes and hers.”



“Right. Right.” Twilight rubbed at the back of her neck, her voice tinged with chagrin. “Sorry, Princess. I’m not sure what came over me there. We both know better than to compete over which of us makes the better pancakes, of all things. You said it yourself: we make our pancakes with love, and that’s what matters most.” Her chest shook with a few quiet chuckles, while Celestia nodded along in approval. “I mean, with how much love we cook with, basically either of us could be the Artisan of the Perfect Pancake.”



“…Yes,” said Princess Celestia, punctuating her agreement with a crisp nod. “Yes, that’s exactly right.”



Twilight’s face stretched and contorted for a good three seconds before the scoff finally escaped her chest, as though the entire affair was being played back in slow motion. “You do like her pancakes better!”



“No… No, Twilight.” Celestia licked her lips before continuing. “I just told you that, err… heart and care, and—”



“So our pancakes are both good,” Twilight asked, arching an eyebrow, “but I’m not Artisan-good, and she is?”



Princess Celestia turned to look out her window. The eastern sky was lit with rich oranges and reds from the rising morning sun.



“Celestia.” Twilight’s voice took on a stern twist. “Do not scorch the countryside to get out of awkward situations. Seriously. The royal transit advisor nearly blew a gasket when you tried to toast Appleoosa in order to escape that meeting about budget cuts last month.”



At this, Celestia unleashed the full fury of the Royal Canterlot Puppy-Dog Eyes. “Twilight, please, you don’t understand! Sunset Shimmer’s pancakes are just so light and fluffy, and the way that they hold in the syrup without going soggy…” She worried at her lip.



“Unbelievable.” Twilight threw her hooves in the air. “Unbelievable. You think you know a pony, and then this happens.”



Though tenuous at best, Celestia tried to reestablish a regal tone. “Twilight. This is just about a breakfast dish… and sometimes also a dinner dish,” she murmured before clearing her throat. “Please, whatever you do, don’t read too much into this. It’s just a silly little title from long ago. There’s no call for us to blow this out of proportion.”



“Don’t worry, Princess. I promise.” Twilight opened the chamber door and exited into the hallway, donning a smirk and narrowing her eyes as she left. “My reaction will be wholly justified.”








Left to her own devices while Twilight was busy meeting with Princess Celestia over “urgent political developments,” Sunset Shimmer eventually made her way to the more touristy side of the castle for a quick bite to eat. True, as a guest of honor she was more than welcome to the private dining chambers, where she could enjoy her morning quiet and have the best chefs in the land at her beck and call, but that all felt so… wrong. She wasn’t royalty.



With a roll of her eyes, Sunset planted her cheek against a hoof. “I mean, I get it. It’s a crowded, noisy cafeteria filled with ponies I don’t exactly want to strike up a conversation with; it reminds me of home.” She chuckled. “I even just called it home! An alternate dimension of eternal high school, and somehow that feels more natural to me than being on my own four hooves. Maybe I’ve just been gone for too long, you know?”



Her oatmeal was a terrific listener.



“Maybe I just haven’t found my place… my true calling, you know? It’s more than just having a cutie mark. And with how nice and welcoming Twilight and my friends—err, their pony equivalents—have been, maybe I owe it to myself to visit more often?” She hummed idly to herself before resolving. “Yeah. Y’know what? This place isn’t as bad as I made it out to be.”



She munched at her oatmeal while humming away and swaying her tail side to side. However, something was amiss. Frowning, Sunset looked around the cafeteria and twitched an ear. “Wait, is everypony humming the same—”



With a loud thwump, the double doors at the head of the cafeteria flung open. Princess Twilight Sparkle entered the cafeteria with chest out, head raised, wings spread, and smirk a mile wide. She looked like she owned the place, which was marginally correct. Twilight glanced at the ponies to her left, looked at the ponies to her right, and paused two beats before entering the song.



“Bake pancakes! Bake pancakes!

You know you really want to.

Bake pancakes! Bake pancakes!

Gonna prove I’m better than you.”



Sunset buried her face in her hooves. “Really? The pancake thing. We’re doing this over pancakes. Just wow.”



Twilight did not respond. Caught up in her musical number, she leapt atop one of the long tables, pointing out each pony in the room one by one. In turn, the ponies swayed to the beat, swept up in the music, while Twilight freestyled.



“Holla holla, silva dolla!

Cuz the grill’s my only thrill

I make the breakfast of a champion,

Yo’ so slow, it feels like Ambien!

Yeah, I bring the better batter,

Never fatter. It don’t matter.

Sunset record, I’ma shatter,

Thanks to fabulous grey matter!”



Sunset looked at her from across the room, her eyes half-lidded. “So, the whole singing in the cafeteria bit, encouraging disharmony, Battle of the Bands, are we… Wow. Okay. We’re just gonna gloss right over that, aren’t we.”



“Bake pancakes! Bake pancakes!” Twilight proclaimed, both forehooves raised high.

“My blood type is syrup positive!

Bake pancakes! Bake pancakes!

Bake pancake bake cake pan bake cake cake pan bake—”



Sighing heavily, Sunset slammed her hooves onto her table and pushed herself up. “Alright, Princess Nerdbutt. If you really think that you can throw down, get ready, because it’s time to order up!”



The music abruptly cut short. “Princess Nerdbutt?” Twilight arched an eyebrow at her. “Nerdbutt.”



“Look, I was trapped in a high school, okay?” Sunset Shimmer huffed. “My insults are a little dated. Give me a break.”



Twilight Sparkle cocked her head to the side. “Oh yeah? Well, it’s a good thing you were in school, because I’m… No. Wait.” She tapped a hoof to her chin, going slightly cross-eyed. “I’m going to trap you in school, when I… Oh, darn it. I had something for this.”



“You really should’ve quit while you were ahead.” Sunset rolled her eyes.



“Look, the insults don’t matter,” snapped Twilight as she stomped a hoof. “The important thing is, I’m going to show you what a real Artisan of the Perfect Pancake can do.”



Sunset Shimmer’s confident grin returned. “Alright. Bring it on, Sparkle.”








“…and it took a squadron of elite guards each to separate the two,” Princess Celestia said as she walked down the palace halls, “to say nothing of the Grade Two Musically Induced Riot. Honestly… Sunset Shimmer has been away for some time, and she always did have a heated personality, but Twilight Sparkle is a princess! The Princess of Friendship, no less!”



“That she is,” Princess Luna agreed stoically, a pace behind her sister’s left side. “But as we recall, young Twilight hath a tendency to let the minor inconveniences of life stir her into a state most frenetic.”



Celestia narrowed her gaze on Luna. “She actively spread disharmony because of pancakes.”



“Oh?” A hint of mirth played at Luna’s lips. “We are not so certain that was her true motive.”



“Of course you’re not,” Celestia said with a sigh. “Be that as it may, I am glad that we were able to intervene before either of my prior students got out of hoof.”



“Sunset Shimmer was, of course, touched with chagrin by her acts, that she should be goaded into such actions.” Luna gave but the faintest of head tilts as she regarded her sister. “She expressed her desire to make amends.”



Celestia nodded. “Twilight was much the same way. Once the poor thing recovered her wits, she was mortified for having started such an incident, and for being so gripped by jealousy.” One last deep inhale, and at last a smile returned to the princess’s lips. “Twilight agreed that they should have pancakes together—as friends, not rivals—to symbolize their putting the issue to rest.”



Luna’s eyes drifted closed as she nodded in approval. “Ah, this is the Princess of Friendship whom we hath come to be acquainted. Surely, this reaffirmation is proof positive that—Sister?”



Princess Celestia raised a hoof, bidding Luna to pause. Her ears twitched and pointed themselves, focusing toward the end of the hall. “Do you hear this, Luna?”



With a frown, Luna closed her eyes and focus her own hearing. A moment later, her eyes fluttered open, though her frown only deepened. “Applause, in the direction of the Puddinghead Audience Hall? We do not recall scheduling any events today.”



“Nor do I.”



Celestia proceeded down the hall at a quick trot, taking Luna off-guard; Luna put on a burst of speed to catch up. As the two Princesses of Equestria neared the end of the hall, a familiar voice drifted through the doorway, cracked ajar.



“…short-sighted I had been!” said Twilight Sparkle from inside the chamber, her voice brimming with joy. “For it is one thing to be told that somepony is an Artisan. But when I tasted this mare’s pancakes, with their perfectly golden exterior, hot off the griddle, the faintest tease of cinnamon and nutmeg captured within…” The voice paused for a moment; when she resumed, Twilight had the slightest warble in her tone. “I knew then that this was a mare who would change the world forever.”



A raucous cheer arose from the room, as dozens or even hundreds of ponies stomped their hooves in approval. Luna turned to her sister, her normally midnight complexion turning wan. “Sister? Did… Did Princess Twilight…”



“Yes, Luna.” With a weary sigh, Princess Celestia lit up her horn and pushed open the double doors. “That is precisely what she did.”



The chamber was packed to the brim with cheering ponies, save for the carpeted aisle up the center. Streamers and floral bouquets decorated the walls, while from the ceiling hung a multitude of banners, all emblazoned with the cutie mark of one Sunset Shimmer. The mare in question was standing front and center on the stage, with Twilight just off to her side, beaming at her from the podium. Sunset was wearing a radiant gold and violet silken dress, its trail stitched with thick golden thread such as to appear that flames were rising from her fetlocks. Tears were already welling up in her eyes. Sunset reached up with a wing to wipe them away, silently mouthing “thank you” to the crowd.



“And change it, she shall!” Twilight’s voice rose in excited crescendo. “But not as any mere mare. Please give your warmest welcome as I introduce for the very first time: Sunset Shimmer, the Princess of Pancakes!”



“Oh, for the love of me,” muttered Celestia as the room exploded into jubilant song. “I can’t believe Twilight would actually go this far.”



“Truly?” Princess Luna covered her mouth with a hoof. “We find it hard to believe it took Princess Twilight so long to attempt an act such as this.”



Celestia shot her a look. “Even so, this simply is not appropriate! Crowning a new princess for such a flippant cause as ‘pancakes.’”



Luna’s stare turned pointed and half-lidded. “Mmm.”



“What?” Princess Celestia’s expression turned to a frown, and a scowl soon after. “What? Don’t give me that look.”



“Hmm.”



“Friendship is a very serious area of study! It is literally a foundational force of magic in Equestria!”



“Mmm hmm.”



“Oh… go turn into a new moon, why don’t you?” Celestia flicked a hoof in Luna’s direction. A gravelly sigh escaped the back of her throat. “I’ll have to do something about this.”



“Moving now would only serve to stir up the crowd. They just bore witness to the coronation of the Princess of P—” Luna’s words were cut short by a very unregal snort and a quick scrunch of her muzzle. “Beg pardon. The Princess of Pancakes. T’would be unwise to revoke her title so suddenly.”



“I know, Luna. I know.” Celestia nodded and looked to the regal procession at the front of the room. “We’ll allow the ceremony to complete itself, and then I shall have a word in the two of them in private. With how reasonable they were at our last discussion, I suspect that we can clear things up quite quickly.”








“Fiend!” shouted Twilight Sparkle, holding a triumphant pose of pointed hoof and flared wings. “Your blasphemy against pancakes belies your evil intent!”



She and Sunset stood atop the audience hall’s stage, while Celestia and Luna stood transfixed in the middle of the hall, now devoid of other spectators.



“Quite.” Luna’s eye twitched rhythmically. She turned and put a hoof on Celestia’s withers. “Sister, once this altercation has been put to rest, you may find us at Cadance’s castle. We out.” With that, she blinked away in a flash of light.



Celestia stood transfixed in the middle of the hall, now devoid of other sisters.



“Quick, Twilight!” called out Sunset. “We need to banish her before she can spread her teachings of anti-syrup.”



Twilight nodded to her. “Right! I don’t have my crown and the other Elements anymore, but the girls and I have these rainbow powers which…”



She stopped short when Sunset shook her head. “No need. We can stop her the same way we’ve stopped all our other villains. Since Princess Celestia hates pancakes—”



Celestia’s jaw dropped as she looked between the two. “I never said that I hated—”



“—we can use that to our advantage,” Sunset continued, stepping beside Twilight. “We just need to focus on our love of breakfast dishes, and harness that Magic of Pancakes within us to defeat her.”



“Now you’re just making crap up!” Celestia stomped at the ground, baring her teeth.



Twilight stepped forward, wearing the practiced poise of a pretty pony princess who had persevered over a practical pantheon of pugnacious philosophies. “That’s because a villain like you would never truly appreciate the deliciousness of light, fluffy pancakes.”



“I’ve been eating your pancakes for years! Why would I hate… No. No, forget it. Should’ve done this in the first place.” Closing her eyes, Princess Celestia focused and reached out with her magic.



“Celestia?” Twilight raced to the window, looked outside, and blanched. Overhead, the rising sun shook and rattled in its arc, like a loose ceiling fan. Quite suddenly, the sun was no longer rising. “Princess, wait. Don’t. We talked about this. Princess, stop! It’s going to—”








The sun set a bit early that day, affording the ponies of Canterlot an extended sunset. Rich hues lit the skyline, framing the scorched rubble where once stood Canterlot Castle.



High above the scene, perched upon a large cottony cloud, Princess Celestia rubbed her temple gently and fixing her gaze pointedly at the sun—not at where the sun had been earlier that day. There would be hell to pay, come tomorrow, but it could wait. For now, the crisis had been averted. She reclined back upon the cloud and closed her eyes.



A few moments later, she heard the telltale slap of baked treat hitting plate. “Order up!” Twilight said brightly. “Ahh~”



Obliging, Celestia opened her mouth. She was immediately greeted to the taste of buttermilk batter, gently toasted, thick in the middle yet preserving all of the requisite fluffiness. Flipping the bite in her mouth, her taste buds were rewarded with fresh, warm apple butter. “Mmm,” she managed after swallowing the bite, “how wonderful.”



Another slap, this time to her right. “Ready when you are, Princess,” said Sunset.



Celestia opened her mouth again and this time was rewarded with hints of nutmeg and cinnamon, giving just the right amount of zest without overpowering the batter. Hot butter and ice-cold maple syrup fought in perfect contest with one another, while the long-cooked exterior provided just enough playful texture without ruining the inside. “Delightful,” Celestia moaned.



“Oops,” laughed Twilight. “You’ve got some syrup on your cheek.” Celestia felt a soft, moist cloth brushing against her face, dabbing away at the sticky syrup.



“Who’s up for another round?” asked Sunset, sing-song.



The crisis had been averted, and everything was wonderful.
      

      
   
      Celestiology


      

      
      
         A flick of a shadow darted across Celestia’s private chambers. Another pony may have dismissed it as a trick of the fireplace’s glow, but the princess’s ear twitched in response. Without turning from her desk, she gathered the scrolls she was reading and set them aside.



“Feeling a bit too dramatic for the door tonight, are we?” Celestia asked her empty room.



From a far corner, Luna stepped out from Obscurity and into the space behind Celestia. She walked with a cat-like silence across the room, idly inspecting a portrait on the wall.



Celestia gave a tired grin. “You know my door is always open to you, but I’d do wish you’d knock more often. Goodness knows why you insist on shrouding your way here.”



“I do it,” Luna said, drawing out the spaces between the words, “because I’d rather not let your evening guard see me.”



The smile on Celestia’s face vanished and was replaced angry disappointment. “Stormfront is still giving you looks? He’s a good stallion, but he can have a spiteful stubborn streak. I’ll be sure to speak to him thoroughly about this.”



“Nay, sister. T’will only worsen matters,” Luna said. She tread to the next picture: a painting just a little over a century old of Celestia with a griffon dressed in pompous attire. “He watched me strike you down and steal you away from Canterlot, as did his peers. They are good soldiers, and their distrust is founded, were I still the Nightmare or not.”



Celestia shook her head. “They’ve all been thoroughly instructed on what really happened. For stars’ sake, you’re going to be holding Night Court in a just a little more than a week. It’s been months since you’ve come back.”



“And it will likely take many months more, dear sister, before the nagging fears finally give up and die.”



Turning her head, Celestia somberly looked at her younger sister. Luna carried her form elegantly—almost hauntingly. Her legs were straight, her head raised coldly high, her eyes sharp as spear-points. There was a deliberateness in every step that lent her movements an alien quality.



“You’re here for something,” Celestia said.



Luna’s form went still for a moment before she stepped from the wall and turned to Celestia. The strangeness in her eyes broke a little piece of Celestia’s heart. 



“Why don’t you just ask me?” Celestia said. “What are you afraid of? I hate it that we’ve forgotten how to talk to each other.”



“My apologies,” Luna said. Her voice was tinged with bitter humor. “That would be my doing, wouldn’t it?”



“Luna, please, don’t do this to yourself.” Celestia pleaded. “It hurts me when you say things like that.”



Luna’s stance fell. Her shoulders became sagged and her wings dropped the tiniest bit from where they were held tightly to her sides. Her eyes met the floor and she sighed. The longest of moments passed before she spoke.



“There is, in fact, something I’d like with speak to you about. But I am at a loss to know how to approach it. I’m quite out of practice at this sort of thing.” 



“Take all the time you need,” Celestia said.



Luna ambled aimlessly to the desk until her eyes caught sight of the scrolls Celestia had been reading. Her gaze hardened like tempering steel.



“These are from that mare on the Blatimare council? The appeals for reconsideration of city tax rates.”



There was an edge to her voice that made Celestia immediately cautious. “Yes, her name is Whinnyfield.”



“I’ve met her. It’s clear that she despises you,” Luna said. “Or, at the very least, your influence in things. It is telling that she would call the new taxes into reconsideration only days after you’ve instated them.”



Celestia sighed. “We may not see eye to eye, but she’s a good councilmare. She was appointed because she sincerely cares for her city. Our means and opinions may be different, but our goals are the same.”



Luna gave Celestia the same steely look she had used on the scrolls. “That makes you incredibly lucky, then.”








Dragonslayer.



An ice-kissed buffet of wind nearly threw Celestia straight into Luna. Celestia swiveled her wings, deflecting the brunt of the force away from herself before regaining the rhythm of her flight. Sleet stung at her face like needles being pushed into her skin.



She nodded to her sister to show that she was alright, and Luna returned the nod curtly. The pair surged their shivering wings and continued their spiraling ascent up the face of the mountain. The view of the earth below had long since been lost to the whiteness of the storm.



Finally, as they neared the top, the great waterfall that cascaded off the peak’s east face came into view. The sting of falling ice suddenly stopped, and it took Celestia a moment to realize why. The falling water was torn by the wind, breaking up into tiny droplets that froze on their way down. From up here, the water had not yet had the chance to freeze. Up even higher above, water and great pillowy billows of steam rushed out from a gaping cave.



With a splash, the sisters landed in the mouth of the cavern, nearly a dozen feet wide. The water burned with pinching, tingling heat as it ran past their hooves and over the edge of the cliff, like an overly heated bath. Celestia nearly jumped in surprise, while Luna gritted her teeth and silently adjusted.



The cave was overwhelmingly quiet. Celestia could hear Luna’s breaths with the same stark clearness as her own. The two of them began their way deeper inside, quietly splashing as they walked.



Celestia gazed at the walls, ground down as smooth as the water-worn floor underneath them. She reckoned that it was a result of the cave’s occupant, who in all likeliness filled the entrance from edge to edge. Gomorgyl wasn’t an old dragon, but he had grown large and fat from the Greed of his hoard. The hardness of his scales did a fine job of polishing the walls each time he entered or exited his lair.



Suddenly, a rumbling voice broke the still silence.



“I hear you, little ponies. I hear you scampering in my home.” The sound of each vowel was like great boulders being ground into dust.



Luna froze, and her ears flicked from side to side, and Celestia followed suit. Seconds ticked by before the alicorns cautiously resumed their journey.



“I smell you, little ponies,” Gomorgyl continued. “You ought to be afraid.”



“Nay, dragon,” said Luna. “Your arrogance will do you no favors with us.”



A chuckle like an avalanche. “Oh, I did not recognize you. I am hardly prepared to entertain royal guests, Princess. But come in; I am curious to hear what you would say to me.”



The sisters walked until they passed through the point where the entrance tunnel ended and opened up into the chamber proper of Gomorgyl’s lair. Great claw-shaped marks were torn from the stone here, as if to widen the exit from the inside.



The inner chamber was shrouded in darkness, all except for the lividly blue glow of the dragon’s eyes. With a tilt of her horn, Celestia summoned sphere of sunlight which sprang up to the roof of the cave, lighting it in its entirety.



Celestia felt her breath catch in her dry throat when she took in the sight of Gomorgyl and his hoard. Both were much larger than they were when she had last seen them. A single tooth in his wide grin could skewer a pony from end to end lengthwise; a single claw reached as long as a minotaur stood tall. His black scales shimmered in the light of Celestia’s spell, casting little reflections into the shadows of the room.



Huge gashes and furrows lined up and down the walls and ceiling of the chamber, dug by claw to widen the lair and make room. Piles of rubble sat near the tunnel to the outside, very nearly clogging the spring that fed the waterfall.



“You have grown,” Luna simply stated. “The farmers in the valley below this mountain tell us that boulders have fallen on their fields.”



Another chuckle blew great waves of hot air against the princesses. “Yes, that is my doing.” Lifting his tail, he demonstrated by flicking an immense stone out of the cave, where it would fall down the mountain outside. “I must make accommodations, now that I’ve outgrown my home.”



“That is why we are here,” Celestia said, projecting firm authority into her voice. “We recently became aware that you have inherited your father’s hoard.”



“Inherited? Ha!” Gomorgyl smiled wickedly. “There’s no need to be civil about it.”



“No, I suppose there isn’t,” said Celestia. “You slew your father, Rotherin, and added his collection to your own.”



The great black dragon nodded pridefully. “He was a fool, that old worm. I was stronger, and now he is dead.”



Luna spoke in a dangerously low voice. “Rotherin was among the only learned drakes of our era. The first one in centuries to study the arcane arts. To call him foolish is to insult your entire race.”



A frown twisted Gomorgyl’s snout. “He was stupid, because he bound himself to the biddings of ponies. He was stupid, because he imagined ponies equal to dragons. He was stupid, because he slept with both eyes closed and with his back turned to the entrance of his lair. I put my teeth to his throat and broke his neck before he awoke.”



“That you did, dragon,” Luna snarled.



From Luna’s perfectly kept posture, Celestia could tell how much effort she was spending to keep herself from leaping upon Gomorgyl on the spot. Clearing her throat, she did her best to intervene.



“We have come to believe that you now have possession of an old chest given to you by your father,” Celestia spoke evenly and calmly. “It was given to him by Star Swirl the Bearded, and it bears his mark.”



“Yes,” Gomorgyl said. With a claw, he plucked a blue-grey steel box from his piles of treasures. “I know of what you speak.”



“Good.” Celestia nodded. “We are prepared to offer a quarter of the gold in our treasuries in exchange for it and your promise to leave this country by spring. Take your hoard; do not return. We have plans for Canter Peak, and they do not include you.”



“Ha, ha ha!” The beast laughed, his voice rumbling and his breath rank. With a flick of his wrist, the chest was tossed back into his stash. “What makes you think I would part with the smallest piece of my treasure, let alone my most prized trophy? Every bit of this hoard is mine, earned by blood. It will not be bought and sold like trinkets.”



“Be reasonable. I would rather allow you your life, if possible.”



“I, on the other hand,” Luna interjected, “would not. But I would grudgingly permit it if you agree to these terms, drake.”



A deep growl came from Gomorgyl’s throat. “Do you dare think you could hurt me? I have amassed the greatest hoard this world has seen in eons. It gives me strength beyond compare, pony.”



Luna took unfaltering steps towards the onyx dragon. “You are an overgrown, spoiled child. I would humble you in a moment were my sister not so insistent on preserving Rotherin’s line. I fail to see the point. You have none of your father’s greatness, you little worm.”



Gomorgyl roared, shaking the entire mountain with the force of his voice. Foamy, foul-smelling spit flew from his maw and peppered the floor in front of him. Celestia lept back in alarm, but Luna marched even closer to those wickedly curved teeth.



“Call me by my name, pony! I am Gomorgyl! I am The Conqueror! You will speak my esteemed title, and then you will beg for your life!”



“I will do neither, whelp.” Luna spat back.



With another stone-rending roar, Gomorgyl flung a heavy claw at Luna, who leapt out of the way a moment before it fell on the stone floor, cracking the rock. Luna dashed forward, lighting her horn. Her wargear shimmered into existence, covering her from horn to hoof in dark plates of armor.



“Now, sister!” Luna cried as she flung herself into the air, towards Gomorgyl’s face.



Celestia put out her light, and absolute inky dark fell upon them. A moment later, an inferno of blue fire spilled from the dragon’s maw, lighting the room like a sun. The rock of the cavern burned and glowed red-hot as his breath flicked across the walls, searching for Luna in vain. The flames roared unceasingly as the Gomorgyl swept his head this way and that, stomping his feet in frustration. Celestia took cover behind the corner of the exit tunnel, erecting a wall of magic to shield herself from the conflagration.



In the corner above and behind Gomorgyl’s head, pale shafts of moonlight drew into being from the darkness of the drake’s shadow. Luna’s form materialized from wisps of Obscurity, and her horn ignited. Each magical spear glowed with a blindingly bright white-hotness, and she hurled them all at once. There was a deafening crack as they tore straight through dragonskin, flesh, and bone, bursting in heat and light as they struck the stone on the other side.



Gomorgyl threw his head back and screamed in pain and anger. He turned his huge body around on limping, broken legs and sent another stream of fire towards Luna.



With a snap of magic, Luna teleported herself across the room, avoiding the blaze. Before Gomorgyl could react, she flew up and into the arc of the turn of his head. Cerulean flames singed her tail as she dipped just below his chin. Summoning two blades of crackling magic, she swung with all her fury at his exposed neck.



Fire and blood spilled from the torn tissues of Gomorgyl’s throat. The flames died as he coughed, then hacked, then gurgled on his lifeblood. The great dragon fell to his knees, as rivers of gore ran down his body and into the waters of the spring. He tried to swat Luna away with a futile flap of his leathery wings, but in a flash of indigo magic, the alicorn appeared in midair in front of his face.



With a single, deft motion of her glowing blades, Luna finished the fight. The Gomorgyl’s lifeless body slumped and collapsed in a heap on the floor of the cave.



Celestia let her shield drop and hurried to Luna’s side, recasting her light spell. Luna was already reaching into a pile of Gomorgyl’s treasure, retrieving Star Swirl’s chest from where the dragon had flung it. A burst of magic undid the locks, and Luna quickly opened the box.



“This is, indeed, Star Swirl’s incomplete spell,” she said after a moment. “The scrolls are unharmed.”



“What of you?” Celestia asked. “Are you injured?”



“Nay. He had only met foes lesser than himself. He was unprepared for me.” Luna glanced at the dragon’s corpse out of the corner of her eye. “Let us return to Everfree Castle. I grow sick of this mountain.”



“Must he have died?”



“Yes,” Luna said, sharply. “It was necessary.”



With a curt turn, she walked out of the chamber, down the path towards the surface of the mountain.



Celestia gazed solemnly at Gomorgyl’s body. It had already begun the slow process of melting away into black, acrid smoke. His huge, glassy eyes were frozen in fear and surprise. Like with every other dragon, they would be the last to go.



With a sigh Celestia turned away.



“You conquerer of nothing. You fool.”








“Why the sudden interest in politics, though?” Celestia asked. She watched Luna stride away from the desk again, fixing her gaze on some knick or knack in the room. “Might this related to that thing you wanted to talk to me about?”



“Yes, in a manner of speaking,” Luna replied. She affixed a sharp sidelong look at Celestia. “I’ve noticed a disturbing trend in this new Equestria. I hesitated to mention it for fear of being in ignorance about modern times, but now I’m convinced that I have not misinterpreted things.”



Celestia’s brow furrowed. “I find this… upsetting to hear.” She selected her words carefully. “Perhaps you have perspective on things that I have lost over time. Do go on.”



“The other day I was at the new Grand Library. I was shocked to find an entire section dedicated to none other than you.”



Perplexion washed over Celestia. “Well, yes, I have tried my hoof at a little writing over the years. A little poetry, a little fiction, some essays here and there. I would think they’d be harmless, outside of being somewhat embarrassing.”



“You misunderstand, sister,” said Luna. “I speak not of the works by you. I find no issue with those. I speak of the books about you.”



Celestia cocked her head. “Please, continue.”



“I heard that it’s become its own area of academic study. A librarian called it ‘Celestiology’ or something to that effect. ” Disdain driped from the word palpably, and dark stormclouds fell over Luna’s eyes. “I cannot see how you could permit this, sister.”



“It appears simple enough to me. My subjects are simply curious about their ruler,” Celestia offered. “I’ve helped them occasionally over the years, but mostly I let them come to their own conclusions. There’s nothing malicious about it.”



“Something need not be ill-intended to be wrong,” Luna said. “This is nothing short of a mockery of your character.”



“That’s going too far, Luna.” Celestia studied Luna’s expression. “Be frank with me. Why does this bother you?”



Luna’s face hardened to granite. “It is your name for Skies’ sake! The name our parents gave us.”



Celestia was struck speechless at Luna’s sudden outburst. The younger alicorn took it as a signal to continue.



“Before my banishment, it was nearly blasphemy for anyone but a few to address you by name. And now you’ve allowed them to turn it into a textbook term! A carnival word!” Luna fumed. “They swear by it, they bestow it on boats and buildings, they scream it when they rut their lovers. They foul it.



“And then they study you like some rare caged animal, questioning how you think and feel and act, fumbling like foals in their insistence that they can comprehend you. A thousand years ago, ponies knew to simply trust and obey, and were better for it! How could you let them debase you like this?”



Despite her fury, Luna’s masterfully kept pose was unbroken; she stood with wings firmly at her sides and with an unbent neck.



“Calm yourself, Luna.” Worded like a command, but voiced as a plea between equals. “I cannot pretend to know how difficult this has been for you. The truth of the matter is that things have changed. The way I see myself has changed over the past millennium, as have my relationship with my subjects. Regardless, I can assure you that for every bit of fear or reverence I may have lost, I’ve more than regained in affection.”



“Affection? There was no lack of affection before I left,” said Luna. “But there was also awe and respect, and these served when love alone was not enough. Now one simply must not love you to become another Whinneyfield—a thorn in your hoof. And I doubt all their intentions will be as well-founded as the councilmare’s. It would take naught but one thought of malice to turn that thorn into a dagger in your back.”



“That’s not how ponies think anymore,” Celestia said, shaking her head. “Times are better than they were before.”



“Are you in such a hurry to forget the past?” Luna swept forward to meet Celestia’s gaze face-to-face. Her turquoise eyes shimmered with anger and hurt. “Is this why you’ve allowed nearly all of our old titles to fall out of use?”



“Many of them are considered distasteful by modern sensibilities, much like how your own Griffsbane was retried after the treaty was signed. The same goes for your Dragonslayer.”



“Has Queen of Unicornia also become offensive? I could not find any written work less than three hundred years old that still references you by that name. What of Warden of Ever Free? Has that also become disagreeable?” asked Luna.



“No,” Celestia stated simply. “But today’s Equestria needs a Princess, and nothing more.”



Luna chuckled dryly. “The lone title you’ve kept is one without meaning. We were born Princesses to a race that is very nearly gone. Now I’d be hard-pressed to find one pony who still remembers that you are in actuality Princess Regent of a dead nation.”



“But I am no queen, sister,” Celestia replied. “The title of Princess is what our subjects and I make it to be. It has grown and changed beyond its original meaning. I need no other form address.”



Luna stomped a front hoof. The sound rang sharply in the large, spacious room.



“A title is a covenant,” she said. “It is a promise of action. It reminds our subjects and enemies of what we are capable of—and it reminds us of our many obligations to our people.” Luna’s eyes narrowed into piercing slits. “What are you trying to forget, Celestia?”








Queen of Unicornia.



There was a looming silence in the Queen’s chambers that hung thickly in the air. Festering and gnawing in its emptiness, the stillness was anything but gentle. Celestia could see the strain of its weight on faces of the hoofmaidens she pushed by as she approached the extravagant four poster bed in the center of the room.



The castle’s apothecaries and physicians surrounded the bed, all resigned to the task of soothing pain rather than actual healing. Nudging even them aside, she presented herself to to weakly moving figure lying beneath piled layers of scarlet comforters. There was the sticky odor of unwashed sweat in the air.



“My Lady, it’s me, Celestia. I’m here.”



Queen Platinum’s once lovely visage was stretched gaunt by the passing of years. Her silver coat paled to a feeble white with age, and now it came out in clumps around her waist and fetlocks. Turning sunken, barely-opened eyes to the alicorn at her side, she she beat back her frailty to put authority into her thinning voice.



“And what of Charming? Where is that boy?” she rasped out. Celestia winced as Platinum struggled to catch her breath from the exertion of even simple speech.



“I’ve sent Luna to fetch him as soon as I heard. She’s a far stronger flyer than I, and will be there within minutes. His camp is nearly an hour away on hoof, though, so it’ll take him some time to arrive.”



Platinum replied with a noncommittal grunt. “We’ll just begin without him, then.” She rolled her eyes to a nearby doctor. “Hurry up and help me sit, you old fool.”



The doctor, who Celestia noted was likely decades younger than the Queen, hurried to her side. Slowly and carefully, he eased her up, bracing her back against pillows piled against the headboard. Groaning from the effort, Platinum gave an exhausted sigh when she finally worked her way into position.



“Are you comfortable, my Queen?” the doctor worriedly asked.



With a quick shudder of a nod, Platinum said, “Yes. This will do.” She waved him off, and shifted from side to side underneath the covers. Finally, her eyes rolled up to Celestia. “All these blasted blankets, and I’m still cold as a windigo’s hindquarters.” Gasped breaths and pained swallows. “This quack of a physician tells me a hot bath will only worsen it. Have you ever heard anything so cruel?”



“I’m afraid he’s probably right,” Celestia said. She sat at the side of the bed, with her forehooves resting on the mattress. “A medium like water would only exacerbate magic ebbing. I hear it happens a lot to unicorns who injure their horns.”



“And also to nags far too old for anyone’s good.” Platinum laughed hoarsely at her own joke. “Stars, I sound like my father did back when he set his own affairs in order.”



Platinum coughed and hacked, and by some cruel irony it was far louder than any speaking sounds she might still be able to make. Celestia’s inability to help in any way ate away at her heart. It was far too long before the old Queen caught her breath again.



“Look at you, Celestia,” said Platinum, eyes full of weariness. “You’ve not aged a day past twenty. I don’t resent you for it, but it certainly can make a mare jealous at a time like this.”



“You still have plenty of time left, Platinum.”



“No,” Platinum said without the faintest tremor in her voice, “I don’t. That doctor can’t keep a damned thing off his face. He’d be terrible at cards. Or politics.”



Even before realizing it, Celestia shot the stallion in question a dirty look. He shied away and pretended to busy himself with the contents of his doctor’s bag. A pang of guilt lanced across Celestia chest before she broke eye contact.



Platinum gave another weary chuckle. “Don’t blame the colt. Nothing he can do. I did him a great inconvenience by being born so long ago.” The queen shifted and forced herself more upright. “But we’ve wasted enough time, considering my lack of it. I’ve called you here to address a matter of some significance: I have no heir, and if these fine physicians are to be believed, it may be too late for me to try to produce one.”



Despite it all, the joke was enough to tug a lopsided smile unto Celestia’s face. “You needn’t worry about that. Your nephew is a upstanding stallion, and he’ll make an excellent king.”



“Charming, bless his soul, couldn’t rule half a village, let alone a kingdom,” said Platinum. “He’s got a good heart, but he’s got no sense for it. That colt wouldn’t realize anything was amiss even if every one of his advisers were plotting to kill him.”



“I’ll watch over him, Platinum. You know you can trust me to keep him on the tips of his hooves,” Celestia reassured her.



“No.” Platinum feebly shook her head. “If these were better times, then perhaps. But there are too many ponies in high places who would chew off their legs to see our plans of a united Equestria fail. And it would take far less than an unsure king to let their schemes succeed.”



With a surprising burst of strength, Platinum sat up and took Celestia’s hoof in her own, firmly. Before Celestia could say a word, the queen spoke.



“We’ve worked far too long for this to fail. This needs to happen.”



“Your Majesty!” a hoofmaiden exclaimed. “Please, try not to exert yourself!”



Platinum didn’t even seem to notice her. “I've learned the hard way that none of the tribes would last another generation on their own. Charming simply can’t bear the responsibility. He knows it too.” With a groan, Platinum slumped back unto her pillows. The far too weak sound of her rasping breaths filled the room for several long moments.



“But I have a pony in mind.” Platinum brought tired, hopeful eyes to Celestia’s own. “She is exactly what this nation needs right now.” She turned to address her hoofmaiden. “Go fetch the Grand Scribe, girl.”



Celestia was stunned to silence. As if in a trance, she watched the young mare scurry out the door and down the hall. When Celesia finally gathered her thoughts again, she stumbled on her words.



“Y-you can’t be saying— No, surely you can’t be serious.” A desperate glance shot out from Celestia to the doctor, as if begging for an explanation. Tired, the stallion merely shrugged and nodded. The exchange did not go unnoticed by Platinum, who frowned.



“This is neither jest nor madness, Celestia,” she said. “I am prepared to name you as my successor, as soon as Quill Scratch gets himself here to record it.”



“No, I cannot be queen! I am a princess of a foreign land with no relations to your royalty,” Celestia desperately countered. “By what law could I assume your throne?”



“By the law I write today, Princess. I am still queen, after all.” Platinum’s smile would have been smug had she not looked so tired.



“I… I am not prepared for this.” Celestia bowed her head low. “I am simply not ready.”



“Celestia,” said Platinum, fixing onto the princess with unwavering eyes. “You are near your sixty-first year now, aren’t you?”



“Yes, my Lady,” Celestia said, “I am.”



“There have been kings and queens crowned at a third of your age and with half your wits. Believe me when I say that you are more than ready for this.” Platinum cleared her throat with a strained effort. “I do not give that kind of praise lightly, Princess.”



The bedroom doors swung open to admit Platinum’s maid and an aging blue-coated stallion with a cutie mark of a scroll. The Grand Scribe quickly took his seat at the other side of Platinum’s bed and glowed his horn to retrieve parchment and quill from the bags the hoofmaiden carried for him.



“Put your pen to ink, Scratch,” Platinum rasped. “I have a royal decree for you to take down.”



After a moment’s of preparation, Quill Scratch nodded to signal Platinum to begin.



“By the authority of Queen Platinum—Daughter of Iron Grasp, 35th of Her Line, Monarch Unchallenged of Unicornia, Warden of Ever Free, Dignitary of New Equestria—are these words written,” said Platinum. “Of my own unfettered will, I appoint my successor to be Solaria Celestia, Princess of the Old Line, Steward of the Sun. Upon my death I grant her my crown, bequeath her my lands, and trust her with my little ponies. Long may she reign.”



Platinum leaned as far forward as her aging body allowed her. “Now give it here, Scratch.”



The scribe levitated the scroll up to Platinum’s face, holding it there as she gathered her breath. With a single herculean effort, Platinum lit her horn, showering herself and the parchment with fiery violet sparks. The seal of her mark appeared on the paper, and she fell back, wheezing and gasping. As physicians quickly surrounded her, she pointed weakly at the scroll, locking eyes with Quill Scratch.



“Yes,” he said resolutely, “I will have this copied and sent to all relevant parties immediately. Worry not, my Queen.”



Nodding, the old Queen fell back on her side. Her hoofmaidens spread out to usher everyone but the physicians out of the room. One even approached Celestia, who still sat there in incomprehension.



“Pardon, Princess, but you must leave.” The maid prodded Celestia’s shoulder tentatively. “The Queen needs her rest, and the physicians need space for their work.”



With an absent-minded nod, Celestia stumbled out of the Queen’s chambers through the magnificently large double-doors. She did not get far before she fell onto her haunches, slumped against a wall. Thoughts and feelings of every sort ran like violent eddies across the surface of her mind. Unaware of the passage of time, she sat there like a foal outside of her mother’s bedroom until a stallion’s voice shook her back into the present.



“Celestia? By the stars, Celestia, what’s going on? Is Auntie okay?”



A full moment passed before Celestia recognized Charming. His beard was longer than when she saw him last, and there were the beginnings of creases at the edges of his eyes. Prince Charming was a pony at the very last of his days of being called a young stallion.



With a thick, fumbling tongue, Celestia finally tried to answer. “S-She’s okay; she’s fine.” Glancing around, the Princess realized how strange she must have looked, sprawled there on the floor of the highest tower of Ever Free Castle. She clumsily began to pick herself up from the ground. “They sent me out to let her rest.”



Charming helped her up with a strong hoof. As he bent over to pick her up, he gazed deeply at her eyes. “I’ve known you all my life, Celestia, and it doesn’t take a very smart pony to tell that something’s wrong. What is it?” he asked.



“Oh, Charming,” said Celestia. She turned sad eyes away from the Prince. “She’s named me as her successor. I tried to change her mind, but she didn’t listen.”



A short laugh bursted from Charming’s mouth. Celestia’s ears swiveled in confusion.



“Oh, stars, you needn’t worry about that,” he said. “Auntie and I have already talked about this. We both agreed that the Kingdom needs a better pony that I at its helm.”



“But what of you?” asked Celestia in surprise.



“What of me, Tia?” Charming gave a quick shrug. “I’m naught but the Queen’s spoiled great nephew who knows only how to keep his men from ale before battle. I wouldn’t even be considered for the crown were it not for these ridiculous circumstances. I envy you not.”



“Charming are—are you sure?”



“Fear not, my Lady,” he said, sauntering to her side. “You will already have plenty of dangerous ponies to worry about, even without adding a jealous brat of a prince to the bunch. There’s no way in Tartarus I could do that to you.”



Celestia reached out and hugged him. “Thank you. I was so worried.”



“Whoa, whoa. Enough of that now, I’m a married stallion.” Charming chuckled out. He gently pried himself from Celestia’s embrace. “You know what will be funny, though?”



“What?” said Celestia.



“Technically, my children will the the last direct line of unicorn royalty now. They’ll all be princes and princesses, as will their children, and so forth.” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.



“What’s so funny about that, now?” Celestia wondered.



“Well,” he said smirking, “As long as you’re Queen, there’ll never be a king among them! Think of it: a whole royal line of endless princes! Down through the ages! Imagine how angry they’ll be after a few generations down the road. All those titleless bluebloods, fuming at their great-something grandfather, who simply threw the crown away!”



Celestia raised her hoof to her face to hide her giggles. “Yes, the thought is a little amusing,” she admitted.



A roguish smile pulled across Charming’s cheeks. “Enough of the woes of my children, though. One of us has been crowned future Queen! We ought to celebrate quickly, before the more stuck up of the nobles gets word of it and ruins our fun.”



“What do you suggest we do? I’ve woefully little experience in celebrating something like this.”



“I’ve got enough casks of ale at camp to get ten big stallions blindingly drunk ten times over.” He smiled invitingly.



“But what of the castle? There will be affairs to be addressed, now that a successor has been named,” said Celestia 



“Nothing but busywork,” said Charming dismissively.  “Castle Ever Free is in the fine hooves of our scribes and coin-counters. I’m sure they wouldn’t burn down the castle in one night,” he said, tapping the wall with his horn. “There’s far too much stone.”








Luna’s cold frown tore gashes in Celestia’s heart. She circled Celestia with an interrogator’s eyes.



“We are the last remnants of the old Order of Harmony—the closest thing to gods left in this world,” said Luna. “Biographies are not written for gods! One does not study a goddess; one does not interview deity. The idea Celestiology is a gross equinization of your stature.”



Turquoise eyes pierced through Celestia’s soul, from one side straight to the other.



“Why, sister?” boomed Luna.



Celestia fell to pieces. “I was alone!” she cried. “Stars help me, I was so lonely.” As tears streaked down her cheeks, she turned from Luna to avoid seeing what was surely a look of disgust. “Nopony thought to comfort me; nopony thought they should.”



A pregnant stillness filled the room, punctuated by Celestia’s sobs.



“I missed you so much,” said Celestia between gasping cries. “Those first few years broke me. And I realized that I was still a pony.” Celestia hung her head. “I couldn’t bear to hear my oaths and obligations and responsibilities, day after day. Not when I failed you, most of all.



“I couldn’t bear it, so I let them love me. I let myself become part of them. Oh, Luna, I’m not strong like you’ve always been. I’m not fit to be queen or goddess.” With a flick of magic, she flung her tiara from her head, where it clattered to some corner of the room.



Celestia sat on the floor, letting tears fall for minutes that felt like hours. She very nearly jumped in startlement when she felt a warm pair of wings and forelegs wrap around her shaking form.



“Stars, I’m so sorry,” said Luna. Her voice was so different now: wavering and unsure. “I wasn’t—I didn’t mean to be so cruel. I came tonight, wishing to have a civil discussion, and instead I’ve made a monster out of myself.”



Celestia returned the hug, holding her sister with an almost desperate tightness. Nuzzling her deeply, she just managed to bring herself to words. “I love you Luna. I’ve missed you so much.”



Patches of dampness grew where Luna’s face was pressed up to Celestia’s shoulder. “Forgive me, sister. Please, forgive me once more.”



“Always and forever, Luna.”



Luna broke away after both their tears had stopped. Shifting from one foot to another, she spoke while creases folded the space between her eyebrows.



“I don’t know what to say, Celestia. I was mistaken, gravely so. If this new way our subjects see us is truly something born of Harmony, I will speak no further about it. I know now that I am not nearly as familiar with today’s Equestria as I thought I was.”



“It is Harmony,” Celestia said, “but you are right in more places than one. I am not perfect, and I’ve made plenty of mistakes over the years.”



“Then what would you propose to remedy this?” asked Luna. “I think this may be something that needs a subtle touch. We both know you’re much better at that sort of thing.”



Celestia tilted her head in thought while a weary smile worked its way unto her lips. “No, I believe we might not need to be subtle at all.”








The last of the sun’s light streaked in through the tall stained glass windows of the throne room, bathing the chamber in a rainbow of tinted light. There were the murmuring sounds of an excited herd of ponies in the outer hall, just on the other side of the great gold-inlaid doors, but for now the only ponies in the room besides Luna were guards and court officials.



Luna trotted across the mostly empty room, sitting at her place on her newly-made onyx throne. Its shape felt foreign to her, but she was sure it would become comfortable with time. Gazing to the horizon through the windows, she reached out with her magic and felt the heavens.



The presence of Celestia’s magic around the setting sun was like a soothing waterfall in her mind. Luna gave the sun the slightest of tugs, an age-old greeting between the sisters. She could feel the smile in Celestia’s reply as the older alicorn poked back at her moon. With a smile of her own, Luna lifted the moon over the threshold of the horizon just as Celestia’s sun dipped out of sight. She nodded to her Night Guards, who opened wide the doors of the throne room.



“All hail,” boomed the court crier. “Princess Selene Luna—Fifth of her Line, She Who Bears the Moon!”



The ponies became hushed as they came in and formed a neat que at the back of the room. A few watched with unhidden awe on their faces as the crier continued.



“Dragonslayer and Griffsbane of Old, High Magistrate, and Guardian of the Realms. May she watch over us, this night and for all nights!”



Fiercely grinning, Luna nodded at the crier. For the first pony in one thousand years to speak those words, he had done a fine job. Turning her attention to the crowd, she looked over the gathered ponies and spoke.



“The Night Court is now in session! Thy Princess will now receive petitioners. May our generosity tonight leave none of our ponies in want.”
      

      
   
      Tanshin Funin


      

      
      
         Steel Horizon suffered a mild heart attack when he noticed the paper he had set aside mere moments before was missing.



“It was right here!” he yelled in frustration.



His hooves opened every drawer, skirted into every cupboard, scaled every nook and cranny of the house. He double and triple checked the inside lining of his Captain’s armor, each spot completely devoid of the all too important piece of paper.



“Where is it!?” Steel Horizon muttered to himself through gritted teeth. He stopped and checked underneath his wings. It would be embarrassing to discover that once again he had panicked at not being able to find something only to find that he had stashed it in his left wing as opposed to his right. But at this point he would take embarrassment if it meant he could find that stupid piece of paper. He flexed his wings, examining each feather for any stray objects. His preening instinct kicked in and he started cleaning out a few spots of dust.



“No time to preen,” Steel Horizon reminded himself, taking off just one more patch before focusing on the task at hoof.



The paper had been on top of his dresser in the master bedroom. At least it had at one point unless his memory was untrustworthy, and if that was the case there was no reason to even bother trying to do anything anymore. He should quit everything, leave it to somepony e—



“Stop it,” Steel Horizon reprimanded. 



He dashed to the kitchen, the few spare unclean dishes in the sink drawing him in, the ease of the task of washing dishes somehow inviting over the foreboding searching. “Not now!” Steel Horizon regained control, opening the silverware drawer and peering at the few utensils left unpacked.



The living room was desolate except for the large stacks of boxes piled up, a few stacked precariously and leaning a little too much to the side. Steel Horizon straightened the stacks and inspected the room. The spells on the armor would have made his vision sharper, he half considered putting it on just to search the house.



He trotted up the blank stairs, the pictures of Steel Horizon, Suncatcher, and his daughter in their proper place in preparation for the move.



He knocked on the door to his daughter’s room, “Scoots? Are you there?”



“Come in, Dad,” said Scootaloo.



 He swung the door open. “Scoots, have you seen a very official looking paper around the house recently?”



“Dad, all your papers look official, I’m surprised our toilet paper doesn’t have the royal seal on it.”



“No, not that kind of official, Scoots. I’m looking for the title to the house, I must have dropped it somewhere while I was packing. Are you sure you haven’t seen it?”



She looked embarrassed for a short moment, just enough for Steel Horizon to see there was some scheme going on.



“You have seen it, haven’t you?”



“No.”



“Please, Scootaloo. I need that title in order to finalize the sale of the house. Are you absolutely sure you haven’t seen it.”



“No.”



“No you aren’t sure, or no you haven’t seen it?”



“Just… No!” she said, turning away from him and trying to roll and reroll some posters of the wonderbolts.



“Scootaloo, let’s talk about this. I know it’s been sudden getting everything ready with only a few days notice, but we’ve got to move.”



“Why?”



“Because I’ve missed you and your mother for these last few years. I’ve been transferring so often across Equestria that we've been apart as a family this whole time. I’ve talked with the captain of the guard in Canterlot and they’re guaranteeing me that I will be stationed there for at least three years. This is the first time since you were a baby that we can stay together as a family.”



“I… I know dad,” said Scootaloo, staring at the floor, folding her forelegs in front of her chest and slumping onto her bed.



“So… have you seen the title?” asked Steel Horizon.



She sat there for a few moments, not saying anything.



Steel Horizon tried to figure out what to say next. He felt like he barely knew his daughter. These years apart had been hard, but at least he would be there when she got her cutie mark. By some miracle she hadn’t found her special talent yet.



He tried to get close to her by sitting down next her on the bed, but as he sat down, he heard the sound of crinkling paper.



He stood back up again and reached underneath the pillowcase, grabbing the paper underneath.



“Dad, no! I…” Scootaloo began.



“Scootaloo, why did you hide this from me?” said Steel Horizon, simultaneously relieved to find the title to the house and annoyed that Scootaloo had hidden it.



“I… I don’t want to move to Canterlot, I like living here in Ponyville,” said Scootaloo, looking down.



“But we can’t be a family in Ponyville, Scoots. I miss you and your mom too much to be alone anymore. Do you really want to continue living without me in your life?”



“I’ve been fine without you so far,” muttered Scootaloo quietly, but not quiet enough.



“What did you just say!?” Steel Horizon barked.



She shrank into a corner of her bed, pulling a blanket up to her eyes, his outburst made him instantly regret yelling.



“I’m sorry, Scoots,” Steel Horizon softened. “I haven’t spent enough time with you, and when I do talk to you, I talk to you like a recruit instead of a daughter. But that’s going change from here on out, you’ll see.”



He nestled the paper into his right wing. “Now that I’ve got this, I’ve got to get it to the new owners. And then we’ve got to be out of here to board our train at 6:00. You’ll have your room packed up when I get back in an hour or so, right?”



She sighed, “Yes, sir.”



He backed up out of the room and rounded to the balcony at the end of the hallway, putting the title in his teeth and jumping into the air, his wings propelling him up and into the sky.



It didn’t take him long to find the realtor. But leaving the title took some time. There was yet more paperwork to sign, and more issues to work out, but in the end the new owners would have their house by tomorrow. He felt grateful that at least his wife was doing the work in Canterlot to get their new house, her paperwork would last a lot longer than this.



He raced to a rental cart location, picking up the cart he would be using to haul all of their possessions, and trotting home as briskly as he could with the empty cart in tow.



When he got home, Scootaloo and her scooter were missing, but all of the rest of her possessions were in the boxes like he had asked. He could have used her help though.



He started the long process of taking the boxes and putting them into the cart. In the end he had a nice tall stack of boxes. He grabbed some rope and secured the cargo, making sure everything was snug before he started the trek to the train station.



He ran through the house one last time, the empty structure barely a monument to the home it had once been. He locked the door, set the key underneath the doormat, and hitched himself up to the cart.



It was slow going, and the entire time he was hoping that Scootaloo would be waiting there for him at the train station. He looked at Celestia’s sun, the late afternoon surprising him and making him redouble his efforts to speed things up.



He arrived at the station with thirty minutes left to get all of the boxes onto the train. He pulled out some bits and asked some of the staff at the train station for help. It took him and three other stallions, but everything was packed up by the time the train was ready to head to Canterlot.



Every box Steel Horizon put into the train made him a little more uneasy. Scootaloo still hadn't arrived by the time the last box was loaded into the train car. 



Steel Horizon leapt into the air and soared above Ponyville, looking for his daughter. After a few moments he spotted her slowly making her way to the train station on her scooter, a white filly and a yellow filly helping her along.



At her current pace, she’d never make it to the station in time. He dove down to Scootaloo and landed next to her.



“Scoots, our train’s about to leave, we gotta get going.”



“Now? My friends are going to see me off at the station.”



“Yeah, it’s tradition!” said the yellow one.



“We could get our cutie marks in saying goodbye at train stations!” said the white one. “It’s done so often that I’m sure it’s gotta be somepony’s special talent.”



“Sorry girls, but we have got to leave,” he looked up at the sun, panicked by how close it was to the horizon, “right now.”



He picked up Scootaloo and her scooter in his forelegs and rushed away.



“NO! DAD STOP! At least let me say goodbye!” she wailed.



He slowed to a stop in midair, flapping for a few moments. He looked at the train in the distance; it hadn’t left yet. He sighed and zoomed back to the other fillies.



“Alright, but be quick about it.”



The three fillies stood there for a moment not saying anything until the yellow one gave Scootaloo a hug, the white one joined in and they said a small goodbye.



The sound of a train horn blew in the distance as Steel Horizon’s pupils shrank.



“I umm… sorry to break this up but…” he began.



They didn’t respond.



With all the respect of a graverobber, Steel Horizon pulled Scootaloo out of the hug and zoomed back to the train station. She fidgeted around in his forelegs as he got to the station, flashed his tickets to the conductor and landed in the seats.



No sooner had they arrived then the train lurched forward and started its steady march toward Canterlot.



It was about the time the last pieces Ponyville had flown from the view of the train's window when Scootaloo started crying.



He wasn’t sure what to do in this situation. When babies cried it was because they were tired, hungry, or needed a diaper change, but the solution to this kind of crying was way outside the areas of his expertise.



He pulled Scootaloo closer to him, but she tensed up and pushed away, leaning against the windowpane, the setting sun cascading through, leaving the train the same color orange as her coat.



The first hour of the trip he sat silent, waiting for her crying to stop. He had developed the habit of being able to have his brain go into a blank standby mode when he had his armor on, always ready for an attack, always listening for something out of the ordinary, a calm exercise. However, without his armor his mind raced, his synapses unable to find their way to the spot that allowed him to think of nothing.







A couple minutes after she stopped sniffling, he decided to prod her with a question.



“What kind of house do you think mom picked out?”



She didn’t answer.



“You know, I picked the last house you lived in when your mom was still in the hospital with you. She didn’t even see the house until I had signed the title. She’s been wanting to pick out the next place we live ever since then.”



Scootaloo stared out the window, the darkness of the night leaving little to watch.



“We could get you a cloud bed, too! They’re the softest beds around. I can’t sleep on those because Suncatcher’s an earth pony, but you could get one if you wanted.”



Scootaloo didn’t say anything.



“You… umm… feeling okay?” asked Steel Horizon.



“No…”



“Moving can be hard, its tough saying goodbye to a place you love. But don’t worry, Canterlot’s a great place, you’ll see.”



“But it’s not home…”



“We’ll make a new home, one with all of us as a family, it’ll be great Scoots.”



“Home is where you have family and friends Dad. It will be nice to have you around more… but why did I have to say goodbye to my friends?”



Steel Horizon frowned, “I’m sorry for that Scootaloo. I guess I’m just used to saying goodbye, I’ve been transferring all across Equestria for so long I’m used to meeting ponies and then leaving. But you can make new friends in Canterlot. There’s a lot of fillies and foals there that I’m sure you’ll be able to make new friends just as easily.”



“Do you have any idea how hard it was to find other fillies with blank flanks to be friends with? And I’m a year older now and I still don’t have my cutie mark. I’m sure everypony in Canterlot my age already has theirs.”



“I’m sure not everypony in Canterlot will have their cutiemarks, but even so, you can be good friends with ponies that have cutiemarks. I mean, were you going to stop being friends with umm… what were their names again?”



“Sweetie Belle and Applebloom.”



“Yeah them. Were you going to stop being friends with them the moment they got their cutie marks?”



“Of course not, I’d be way happy for them if they got theirs!”



“Well then, if you can imagine being friends with ponies that have their cutiemarks, I’m sure that you’ll make friends in Canterlot just fine.”



She sighed, “It’s not the same...”



“That’s because you haven’t met them yet. It’s easy to not like a pony when you haven’t met them yet. But give it time, I’m sure you’ll gain some new friends at your new school. Besides, I didn’t even get my cutiemark until I went to Canterlot.”



“How did you get your mark?”



“I haven’t told you? The Canterlot guard was doing some practice drills around the city, and I don’t know how but one of their helmets rolled away from some poor stallion during the practice. I saw it and did what any foal would do my age, I grabbed it and put it on my head. It was way too big of course, but when I lifted it up and could see the sun between the horizon of Canterlot and the steel helmet. And all I wanted to do afterwards was wear that helmet again.”



He looked at his helmet cutie mark, a setting sun lowering to the horizon where the eyes would be.



“And I’ve been part of the guard ever since, only now I finally get to help protect Celestia herself. A lot of stallions end up with cutie marks that give them the destiny of protecting Princess Celestia, but not all of them end up with that privilege. This is what I’ve been preparing for.”



	The lights of Canterlot came into view as the train slowly rolled its way into the station.








Things were hectic but quiet the next few days as Steel Horizon and Suncatcher moved in their things and grew accustomed to life in Canterlot.



All of his previous assignments paled in comparison to this one. His time at an outpost at the far reaches of the Everfree forest was spent ensuring that none of the beasts came out of the forest and into Dodge City. He had been stationed in the badlands near the dragon tribes, keeping watch and ensuring that the treaty they had with the larger tribes was kept. And he had spent months at sea, keeping the ocean around Horseshoe Bay protected against Griffon pirates. But he had never been where his cutie mark truly belonged, in Canterlot, protecting Princess Celestia.



Everything he did, all of the walking, the flying, the trotting, the directing, the standing at attention, everything had so much more purpose because it was Canterlot. He would run perimeter checks around the city, still completely amazed that he had ever been so lucky as to be transferred here, the beautiful majesty of the city welcoming him home.



The only thing that did not feel like home, was his house. He wasn’t the best at being observant while off duty, but even he could tell that Scootaloo was not doing very well.



And his wife, who had been okay with the move, was also not at tip top shape.



But they would get used to Canterlot, they would fall in love it with like he had long ago. He was in the right place, that much he could feel. And with enough time the rest of his family would feel the love he felt for this city too.

	






As he came on duty two weeks after the move, he received a category Sun order. He had long since memorized all of the various classifications for orders, but category Sun was a rare command he had never expected to see in his life.



He knew what it meant though, and he swiftly made his way to outside Celestia’s throne room.



He showed the unicorn guards the paper with the royal seal on it and they swung the doors open for him. It took most of Steel Horizon’s resolve to enter with confidence as opposed to slouching in fear. He kept himself tall, but almost did a double take when he saw not only Princess Celestia, but Princess Twilight as well.



He leaned forward into a low bow. “Princess Celestia, Princess Twilight, how may I be of service?”



“Hello Steel Horizon, thank for coming so promptly.” Princess Celestia said. “How are you enjoying your new position?”



He stood tall again, “I have never felt so much that I am in the right place and in the right time before, your highness. I have strived for many years to have the privilege of being part of the Royal Canterlot guard, and now that I’m here, I feel quite at home.”



“That is wonderful to hear,” said Princess Celestia. “You love being in Canterlot, but does your family like it here as well?”



His feathers ruffled a little at that, but he tried hard to straighten them quickly. “They are growing accustomed to living here,” he said, voicing his hopes, rather than the reality.



“It turns out that Princess Twilight got an interesting letter the other day, Steel Horizon. Would you like to read it?”



A letter fluttered in Celestia’s magic onto a nearby table. Steel Horizon squinted as he made out the words.



Dear Princess Twilight,



I know you are the Princess of Friendship and you can help ponies be able to work out friendship problems. Well, here’s my problem: I miss my friends. They’re back in Ponyville and I’m stuck in Canterlot. I know you will probably write back and tell me to become good friends with the ponies that are around me, and I’ve been trying, but I haven’t been able to. I’ve been here a week and I still haven’t found somepony to be my friend. I’m sick of trying. I want to be back in Ponyville with my friends, Sweetie Belle and Applebloom.



I know my dad loves it here, but I don’t think I could handle staying here any longer. Is there any way you could convince my Dad to take up a job in Ponyville? Or is there some magic friendship beam you could shoot at ponies to make them my friends?



Please tell me what I should do,

Scootaloo





He felt embarrassed reading the letter, his dreams of staying in Canterlot at odds with his dream to live with his family. He would have to live alone, again. He lifted his eyes away from the letter and straightened to face the Princesses. 



 “I think my daughter still needs a little more time to adjust to life in Canterlot. I think she could be really happy here if she learned how to make new friends.”



“I think learning to make new friends wherever you are is an important thing to do,” said Princess Twilight. “But I wonder if there is also another solution to this problem.”



“I will do whatever her highness wishes,” said Steel Horizon.



“And you have been a most admirable guard these last years, always ready to go to the next location as needed. Thank you for your continued service,” said Celestia.



Steel Horizon gulped, trying not to give away the fear that a letter from his daughter might have cost him his job.



“I would like to offer you a brand new position as a guard at my castle, Steel Horizon,” said Princess Twilight.



Steel Horizon’s mind went blank, this was another transfer he might as well be forced to accept under any circumstances. The culture of the guard demanded that he accept any position offered.



“Even as the Princess of Friendship, I’m not sure what would be the best solution here. It would be good for Scootaloo to learn more about friendship by making new friends, but she’s grown so close to her friends in Ponyville.”



“We would merely like you to consider the position in Ponyville, Steel Horizon,” said Celestia, her ethereal mane blowing by some invisible breeze. “Rest assured, this isn’t a forced assignment, you always have a choice, Steel. You can choose to stay in Canterlot, or go to Ponyville. Both are good options. Don’t feel forced to make a choice. This is your decision, not ours.”



“I know you’ve had your heart set on protecting Princess Celestia, but I am also a Princess,” said Twilight. “I don’t even have a royal guard yet. You could be the first!”



Steel Horizon’s eyes widened. “I would set up a new guard?”



“Yes, you would be Ponyville castle’s first guard.”



Steel Horizon thought about it for a few moments, the intricate carpeting at his feet a home for his eyes as his mind wandered around weighing the options, several thoughts nagging him. “But… we already sold our home in Ponyville.”



“You could stay at my castle. There are dozens of rooms on the first few floors. That’s plenty of room for several guards and their families too. Frankly, I’d be happy to have more people living there. It’s a little too large of a place for just Spike and I.”



He looked down at the floor thinking about the choice, the fact that there was a choice to begin with annoying him.



“Feel free to take some time to think this over, Steel,” said Celestia. “Talk it over with your family, see what they want. But make sure that it’s also something you want.”








	Steel Horizon sighed, looking at the delicious hayburgers his wife had made, contemplating how to bring up the subject.

“Suncatcher, Scootaloo, I got a new job offer today.”



“A job offer?” asked Suncatcher. “Please tell me you’re not being transferred far away again.”



“No… no… it’s not a transfer. The Princesses made it very clear that I have a choice in the matter.”



“The Princess?” Suncatcher dropped her hayburger.



“Princesses?” asked Scootaloo.



“Yes, Princess Twilight got your letter, Scootaloo, and she does want you to be able to make new friends,” he said sternly. “However, she offered me a brand new position to be part of the Royal Ponyville guard.”



“She what?” said Suncatcher.



Scootaloo gasped and started bouncing and buzzing her wings. “Dad! DAD! Please you’ve got to take this! That would be the best thing ever! Please! Please! Please! Please! PLEEEEEEEAAAAAAASE take it!”



	Scootaloo almost knocked over a glass of apple cider as she launched herself across the table and into her father’s forelegs, still spouting a plethora of pleases.



He grabbed a hold of her, “Hey, stay still Scootaloo, please. We’re going to discuss it, but in the end it’s my decision.” He looked back to his wife, "What do you think, Suncatcher."



“Steel, I’m sure I’ll be fine either way,” she said.



“Suncatcher, please no passive aggressive stuff today, I want your opinion.”



“Oh… well it’s not that clear cut. I mean, I’m fine either way, but, if it were up to me,” she gestured to herself, “I would take the Ponyville job.”



“I’m not so sure you’d like that. They want us to stay in that horrifically ugly castle.”



“The one in the Everfree forest?” asked Suncatcher.



“No, that new one, the big crystal castle from the magic tree box key thing… whatever. That place.”



Suncatcher’s eyes went wide. “We would stay in the Princesses Castle!? That place is beautiful. I’ve always wanted to go inside.”



“I’ve been to the Crystal Empire before, their palace echoes like you wouldn’t believe. I can’t imagine living there.”



“I’m sure if we added enough carpet, that could drown out the echo. I could make it work,” added Suncatcher. He could already see his wife’s interior decorator side jumping at the project.



“Please?” added Scootaloo, her eyes growing wide and sad, making the kind of expression only a little filly can make. He almost caved in that exact moment. With strength he didn’t know he was capable of, he blinked and looked out the window at Canterlot, the view of the palace catching his eyes.



“But this place feels like the home I’ve always wanted. I have you, and I have Canterlot, and I’m protecting Princess Celestia. I’m fulfilling my cutie mark.”



Scootaloo got off her father’s lap, standing next to him and staring at his cutie mark for a long while, mulling over something in her head.



“Scoots, what are you doing?” asked Steel Horizon, the sight of his daughter so thoroughly inspecting his flank making him more than a little uncomfortable.



“I’m working dad. I’m really good at staring at pony’s cutie marks and trying to figure them out. I’ve studied more about cutie marks than anypony else besides Applebloom and Sweetie Bell. To be honest, by this point I should have a cutie mark in learning about cutie marks.”



He frowned and took a bite of his hayburger. “And what have you learned from studying my mark?”



She stayed silent, still staring at his cutie mark, he was about to take another bite of his hayburger when Scootaloo jammed her hoof into his flank.



“I got it!” she said.



He shot her a dirty look, but she didn’t notice it.



“You’ve been misinterpreting your cutie mark, dad. See, it’s a helmet, and inside the helmet is a setting sun.”



“Yeah… it’s the sun, meaning I should be protecting Princess Celestia.”



“No Dad, it’s a setting sun. Look at the line running through it. You should be protecting Princess Twilight!”



He stared back at his cutie mark, his wife joining in the collective examination.



“Huh…” he said. “Never thought about it like that before.”



“She’s got ya’ there, Steel. It’s hard to argue with your own cutie mark,” said Suncatcher, taking another bite of her hayburger.



“Please, dad,” said Scootaloo, leaning against him and making that look with her eyes that had almost gotten him last time. Except she had gotten really skilled within the last few minutes, her eyes were wide and softly looking at him, hoping against hope for the best.



He thought about Canterlot… and then about Ponyville. It took him a little while, lost in his mind thinking about it, the wide lands, a Princess to protect, a town in need of help, and most important of all, a family that was truly happy.



“Well alright then.”
      

      
   
      Vinyl Scratch Drops the Title


      

      
      
         Vinyl Scratch was bored. Bored, bored, bored, bored, bored, bored, bored. Every three seconds, it seemed, she was either slapping her eyes over a boring, dusty old book or being upbraided because said boring, dusty old book hadn't been put back in the right place.



This purple pony princess was almost as bad as Octavia.



Oh sure, she had thought this was gonna be a good gig at first. Yeah, she hadn't exactly been contacted by royalty because of her musical skizzalls, but a chance to scope out the newest castle in Equestria? Not something she was eager to pass up. How was she supposed to know that saying yes meant signing her soul away to library duty with the stuffiest pony since the definition of "stuffy"?



"No, that one should be filed under geomancy, not gems."



Vinyl ground her teeth and moved the offending book from one unlabelled shelf to its unlabelled twin. She had just about had it.



"Hey, uh, Princess Sparkle?"



The Princess didn't turn to look at her, though Vinyl could still hear the smile in her voice. "I told you, Vinyl, just call me Twilight."



"Yeah, Twilight, sure. I was just wonderin', uhh... How long do I have to stay here again?" She said the last part all in one breath.



Twilight chuckled condescendingly. "Well, all day, of course. That's why they call it Main/Background Exchange Day, after all."



She raised the checklist that Vinyl had come to hate more than her stepmother and scratched out another of its uncountable checkboxes. They were barely a quarter of the way through and it wasn't even noon yet.



"They only ever happen once a decade, to prevent insignificant ponies from getting lofty ideals," she babbled onward. "Spike was too young for the last one, and he really wanted to try delivering mail. So, I talked it over with Princess Celestia, and since you and Octavia were also on the list, I arranged a three-way trade. Or was it four-way? I must have written that detail down somewhere..." She riffled through the list, which floated over her like a parchment scarf. "Oh well, no matter." She giggled, straightening the list back out. "I'm sure Spike's having the time of his life right now, making sure the mail gets through! Letting him pretend he's a main character was only the kind thing to do."



Vinyl rolled her eyes. "Lucky stiff."



"Oh, don't be like that. I'm really glad you're here!" Twilight turned at last and smiled at her. "Don't take this the wrong way, but while you lack his intimate knowledge of the Dewhoof Decimal System, you more than make up for it with speed and, you know, not having to run across the room to get the next book. I wish I could have a unicorn assistant on hoof for every Shelving Day!"



Vinyl's hoof sought out her forehead, seemingly of its own accord. "Gee, I almost wasn't insulted by that."



"And may I just add," Twilight said primly, "that I find your sense of humor very refreshing. You've been a constant source of entertainment for me throughout today. Spike's dry sarcasm can get old after a while. Uh, don't tell him I said that." Grinning sheepishly, she turned back to her checklist. "Hmm, let's see... Well, we're a little behind schedule, so why don't we go over to the Historical Archives? I'm sure you'll find it far more interesting than here in the general section."



"I flunked history," Vinyl groaned.








The Historical Archives, as it turned out, was not full of history books, but books that were historical. Which was to say, old. Which was to say, dustier than dust and possibly hazardous to be near while breathing. Vinyl got the feeling she was simultaneously developing three new allergies.



"Now, these books are very old and very fragile, so I'm going to have to ask that you take the utmost care in handling them. That means only lifting one at a time..."



Vinyl zoned out as Twilight yammered away like a songbird at dawn. What was Octy doing at that moment? Probably having the time of her life. She always was the lucky one. Who did she get in exchange for Vinyl again?



Well, Twilight had said something about her dragon delivering mail. Was it the mailpony then? Vinyl thought she remembered somepony mentioning something about a veterinarian. That was definitely not the same thing as a mailpony. Maybe she should have been paying closer attention. Whoever they were, they were no doubt having a better time that she was.



"Vinyl!"



Vinyl jumped, her magic winking out from around the book she'd been holding. With a pained squeak, Twilight dove for the tome before apparently remembering she had magic of her own and finally stopping its fall a hair's breadth above the floor.



"Be careful!" Twilight shouted. Vinyl was reminded of Octavia once again; it seemed those high notes were neither limited to Canterlot elites nor Ponyville royalty. "Weren't you paying any attention to my lecture?"



Vinyl thought about blowing her off. Then she totally went for it.



"Nah. I kinda quit school early, teach. Wasn't my thing."



Twilight's nose scrunched up as she glared at Vinyl. She examined the book closely, let out a sigh of relief (and a cloud of dust) when she determined it to be unmarred, and slowly levitated it over to a bookshelf. Which one, Vinyl could not tell and did not care.



"I'm sorry that we aren't doing something you consider 'fun' right now." Twilight spoke each word between clenched teeth. Combined with her fake smile, it made her face somewhat difficult to look at. "I do have a diversion activity scheduled for four o'clock, if we finish the Clover the Clever wing by then, but at the rate we're going, that's unlikely."



Somehow, that really made Vinyl feel sad. The realization that she gave two bucks about their progress made her even sadder.



"Regardless of whether you want to help me," Twilight continued, "which, I should remind you, was the entire purpose of you signing up for this event, the fact remains that these titles are as valuable as they are brittle, and dropping one, or jarring them at all, could result in the loss of an irreplaceable, centuries-old manuscript." Twilight stalked toward her. "Now, does that make any sense to you? Do you get the importance of what we're doing?" Twilight's nose pushed right up against Vinyl's. "Can you maybe work with me a little here please?"



Something sparked in Vinyl's brain. Sure, she was feeling chastised, invaluable manu-whatsits and so forth, but who really cared whether a book was shelved at four-forty-nine-point-one or four-forty-nine-point-one-one?



At that moment, all she could think about was phat beats. The call of the dancefloor was overpowering. She wanted to spin records. She wanted to see Octavia's pert ass swaying to music that she claimed she hated. She wanted that addictive cocktail of sweat, pheromones, laser light and pure adrenaline coursing through every vein in her body. Most of all, she wanted to get as far away as equinely possible from the most boring princess ever to grace Equestria with stuffy, dusty presence.



Slowly, ever so carefully, Vinyl lifted the next book in the stack. It was a thick one, bound in something hard that had once been covered in blue velvet. The velvet flaked as she lifted it, oh-so gently. Good. This one was beyond hope.



"Oh, I get you, Princess," she said languidly. She lifted the book higher and higher. Twilight Sparkle closed her eyes and smiled.



"Good! Now maybe we can—"



When the book had reached a spot closer to the ceiling than the floor, and directly above Twilight, Vinyl cut her magic off. The book paused in midair and, with a rustling of pages, plummeted.



It smacked Twilight's cutie mark on the way down, the binding failing as it collided with her. By the time it hit the ground, it was nothing but a pile of crumbling, yellowed pages.



"Are you crazy?" Twilight yelled. She was so very much like Octavia that way.



Vinyl drew herself up straight. She tugged her glasses down so she could see over them. She licked a hoof and ran it through her mane. Then, in a voice tinged with just the slightest hint of the madness the Princess had accused her of, she stated, quite clearly, "I.



"Dropped.



"The title."



Twilight stared at her, open-mouthed.



Vinyl bent low and blew an explosive breath out through her lips.



"BRRRRZT!"



"W-wait..."



"WEH WEH WEHWEHWEH WEH WEH—"



"No, stop, what are you—"



"BWRRRNCHT!"



"Oh Celestia, my ears—"



"WONK WONK WURMPWURMPWURMP WEEEEET!"



"Stop making that noise!" Twilight screamed, clamping her ears shut. "I'd order you as a Princess of Equestria, but somehow I don't think you'd care!"



With a laugh, Vinyl stood on her hind legs. Holding out her forehooves, she clicked her tongue against her teeth and kicked her rear hoof like she was knocking out a bicycle kickstand. She hiked herself onto a platform that only she could see, sitting like her old college buddy Heartstrings used to. Then, blowing a lengthy raspberry with her lips, she sailed around the room, leaning forward against immaterial handlebars, propelled by some unknown force.



"How are you doing that?" Twilight cried, crouching on the floor as she tracked Vinyl with her eyes. Various strands of her mane popped out from her head like flowers after a spring thaw. "Stop! Stop destroying the laws of physics, you maniac!"



Vinyl did not stop. She kept right on going, around and around and around.








"Well, it's the best animal stack I've ever seen," Spike said, scratching his chin. He shifted the bag full of letters and packages on his back while staring upward.



Said stack was composed of birds, chipmunks, squirrels, ferrets, chinchillas, rabbits, otters, beavers, muskrats, raccoons, wolverines, and, at the very bottom, one extremely put-upon bear. They had been arranged into a loose pyramid, which swayed slightly in the afternoon breeze, and reached a height right about even with Fluttershy's tree cottage.



"I'm glad you like it, Spike!" Derpy said, smiling proudly as she hovered beside the odd construct. "I had no idea I was this talented with animals. Maybe I should give up mail and start a farm!" She turned and squinted at the animals, sticking her tongue out the side of her mouth. "Oooor maybe try modern art..."



"Well, if you did," Spike said, grinning earnestly, "I sure wouldn't mind taking over for you." He shifted the bag again, grunting. "Oof. Except I'm not sure I could carry this bag around all day. How do you do it?"



Derpy gave him a look while also looking at an errant cloud. "Years of practice! And a healthy muffin-based diet!"



There was a sound in the distance, like the world's largest water balloon popping, if it had been filled with fire. It was followed by an incoherent scream of purest impotent rage.



"Huh," Spike said, scratching himself, "I wonder what's got Twilight so worked up."



"Oh, is that what that was?" Derpy giggled. "For a second, I thought it was something serious."



"Nah. Happens all the time." Spike waved a claw, digging into his bag until he found a trio of envelopes. "Well, here's your mail. Of course," he added, shooting her a smirk and a single claw, "it's not your mail, so don't open it! Federal offense and all that. I'd hate to have to send you to prison, after all."



Derpy paused for a moment before exclaiming, "Oh right! I don't live here. I forgot!" Laughing, she waved to him as he left.



"Well," Spike said to himself, shifting the weight again, "at least it's gonna get lighter as the day goes by. I wonder how Fluttershy's holding up..."








Fluttershy screamed as the closet door was wrenched open. The grey mare before her regarded her with gleaming, hungry eyes. She wore a black vinyl corset trimmed with lace the color of fresh blood. On her back legs, black fishnet stockings lead down into boots with two-inch stiletto spiked heels. She carried a riding crop in one hoof. Her entire countenance could have been called "animalistic", save that no animal had ever looked at Fluttershy like this.



"Theeeere you are," the mare purred. "I must say, I rather enjoyed this game, but playtime is now over."



"P-please," Fluttershy gasped, "I didn't sign up for this."



"Oh, but you did, my dear," the mare said, running her tongue lazily along the length of the crop. "I never let Vinyl pass up a chance to bottom for once in her miserable existence, and I will not be denied my weekly fun simply because she is not here!"



"B-but maybe you'd..." Fluttershy swallowed. "Enjoy it more with somepony a little more... experienced?" The word came out in a squeak.



"Oh no," the mare said, placing the riding crop under Fluttershy's chin and lifting it ever so slightly. "I believe I shall have more fun with you than I have in years." Her sweet smile vanished, replaced by cold solemnity. "Now get on the floor and lick my hooves clean, slave."



"Y-yes, mistress." Fluttershy closed her eyes and tried to think of bunnies.
      

      
   
      Tittle Drop


      

      
      
         Spike was having a hard time breathing. He attributed this to the cinderblock-sized tome he was carrying, which pressed into his chest and made his steps heavy and awkward. He had tried pushing it across the floor, but it weighed so much all he did was scuff the floor with his feet. So here he was, waddling forward mere inches at a time, his arms threatening to pop right out of their sockets at any second.



“Thank you, Spike,” Twilight chirped as she walked past him. Her horn lit up and she gingerly took the book from him with her magic. “This is just what I needed.”



Spike flopped onto the floor, gasping for breath. Once his legs stopped burning, he slowly stood back up. “What do you need that thing for, anyways?” he rasped. “There’s plenty of dictionaries down here,” he added, swinging a stiff arm out at all the surrounding bookshelves. Particularly the one containing a number of regular-sized dictionaries.



“Because dictionaries change with time,” Twilight said, flipping through the immense tome. Its covers were cracked and laced with gold, the text was elegantly detailed, and the pages themselves seemed to radiate with color. “However, for this spell I need a catalogue of every word there ever was, so I needed this lexicon. I’m just glad Princess Celestia was able to get this to me so quickly.”



“Yeah...” Spike mumbled, rubbing his pained chest. “What are you going to do with it?”



“Add it to the mix,” she said, and tossed the priceless artifact into a large cauldron she had borrowed from Zecora. “Princess Celestia has more copies, so surely she wouldn’t mind if I sacrificed one for a greater cause.”



“Uh-huh.” Spike walked up to the cauldron and peered inside. “And all the carrots are for...”



“Vitamin A!” Twilight said, rummaging through a large canvas sack of the things. She carried them out by the bushel and dropped them into the cauldron, filling it to the brim. “Just one of the many key ingredients for the spell I’m making.”



“Why?”



“Because vitamin A has been scientifically proven to enhance—”



“No, I mean, why are you making this spell?” Spike asked, waggling his claws. “Doesn’t it seem kind of... pointless?”



“Maybe,” Twilight conceded, bringing a hoof to her chin in thought. “However, I’ve never done any actual spellcrafting before. The spell might not have much of a practical use, but it seemed like fun, and this is an excellent way to hone my skills.”



“I guess...”



“It’s not like I’m doing anything dangerous,” she added, shrugging. “It’s just a simple spell that melds one’s hearing with their ocular senses, by redirecting the audible input into the visual cortex, which causes sound waves to become visible. By looping the information through the left hemisphere and back again, I should be able to make it so the sounds themselves not only become something you can see, but in fact be warped into projected language!” she exclaimed, clapping her hooves together excitedly.



He blinked at her.



She rolled her eyes. “I’m making it so you can see the words you’re speaking,” she said. “Like a character being able to see and read their own dialogue in a story as they speak it.”



“Oh.” Spike clicked his tongue. “That’s kind of cool, actually. But are you sure it’s safe?”



“Well, I am taking some precautions,” Twilight said, turning back towards the cauldron. She stuck a hoof into the thick of carrots and pulled out an alarm clock. “I’m using this to make sure the effects wear off after two hours.” She reached in again and this time pulled out a microphone. “And this is to ensure the only words seen are spoken. I don’t need any onomatopoeia getting in the way.”



“Wow,” Spike said, scratching the side of his head. “So this is how you makes spells? Will that really work?”



“The science backs it up,” Twilight said with a smile, and she tossed the items back in. “Believe me, I wouldn’t put my faith in this if it was anything but clear, irrefutable science. Now stand back: I need to give it some concentrated magic and this could get a bit hairy.”



Spike nodded and took a few steps back, and then a few more when Twilight motioned him further away. Taking a deep breath, Twilight returned her attention towards the cauldron and summoned a large buildup of magic into the tip of her horn. A spark of pure magic began to grow and her face twisted from the strain, sweat starting form on her cheeks. She pushed herself a little further, and the spark popped off the tip of her horn like an ember and floated down into the cauldron.



But she didn’t have any time to catch her breath. As soon as the spark connected with the mix, it all went up in a rushing cloud of dust and sparkles. Twilight quickly shut her eyes and stuck her head inside it, racing over a specifically chosen thought pattern again and again until the cloud eventually dissipated into nothing. She turned her head down to see the cauldron was empty.



“So...” Spike started from the stairs. “Is that it?”



Twilight sneezed and blinked. “Should be,” she said, rubbing her nose. “Now that the spell is defined, all I need to do is cast it.” She turned her brow up and mumbled, “I sure hope I did this right.” Her face scrunched as she concentrated on the spell, and as soon as she got the right amount of magic built up, she repeated the thought pattern to herself. Her horn sparked and flashed like a welding iron, until it broke with a pop and a wave of light washed over her. She jumped back a little in a surprise and stared up at her horn.



“WEII?” Spike asked. “DID IT WORK?



Twilight looked back at him, just in time to see the faint images of his words fade into the air. “IT...” she began, pausing as the words materialized into existence before her. “IT DID!” she exclaimed, jumping forward. “IT WORKED! IT WORKED!” she shouted, smiling up at the words jumbling into the air before fading away altogether.



“WHAT’S IT IIKE?” Spike asked.



Twilight opened her mouth to respond but caught herself, distracted by the strange character in Spike’s words. She furrowed her brow in thought before saying the word, “IIIUMINATION.”



Spike blinked at her. “WHAT?”



“IIGHT BUIBS. STIII. IOVE. INK.”



Spike stared.



“I MESSED SOMETHING UP, THAT’S FOR SURE,” she mused, waving a hoof at the words as they appeared, which scattered like flies before dissipating. “EVERYTHING IS CAPITAIIZED FOR SOME REASON, AND THE IETTERS I AND I IOOK IDENTICAI.” She frowned at that last word. “THIS MIGHT GET ANNOYING.”



“TOO MANY CARROTS?” Spike offered.



“TOO MANY BITS, I THINK,” she said, putting a hoof on her chin, idling watching the words stream into the air. “I’M GOING TO HAVE TO REMAKE THE WHOIE SPEII. IF I USED IESS BITS, THAT MIGHT FIX THE CAPITAIIZATION PROBIEM. BUT I HAVE NO CIUE WHAT’S CAUSING THE ISSUE WITH THE IETTERS. I WONDER IF THE IOWERCASE I WOUID RETAIN ITS TITTIE.”



“WHAT’S A TITTIE?” Spike asked.



Twilight slowly looked up. “IT’S THE DOT ON THE...” she was saying, but her breath solidified inside her throat at seeing Spike’s last simple string of words floating in the air beside his head. Her pupils shrank and her cheeks flushed a very bright shade of red as she contemplated the current extent of Spike’s innocence.



“TWIIIGHT?”



She tried to stammer something, but decided an accidental slip of the tongue was too great a risk. “NOTHING!” she blurted instead, then spun around and marched across the room.



Spike tilted his head. “WHERE ARE YOU GOING?” he asked.



“TO GET SOME AIR!” she shouted back, and then turned sharply towards the door. “CIEAR MY HEAD AND THINK THIS SPEII OVER!”



She quickly wrapped her hoof around the handle and yanked the front door open, just to get a faceful of confetti and a horn blaring into the side of her head. She screamed, her eyes went wide and cross, and she just about leapt into the air from the sudden surprise. However, her back legs kicked forward instead, and she awkwardly tripped over herself, collapsing onto her back.



There was a spike of pain as her head bounced off the ground and her vision blurred, but it quickly subsided. She blinked her bleariness away and found two bright eyes staring down at her.



“OHMIGOSH TWIIIGHT I’M SO SORRY I DIDN’T MEAN FOR THAT TO HAPPEN I JUST WANTED TO SURPRISE YOU FOR YOUR TWO-YEAR ANNIVERSARY OF MOVING TO PONYVIIIE ARE YOU AIRIGHT?” Pinkie Pie said with a single breath. The words came out of her mouth in a continuous stream and bounced off the tip of Twilight’s nose.



Twilight pushed herself up. “PINKIE PIE,” she began, unsure of where the thought was taking her. But it fizzled away, because her heart twirled and sunk into the pit of her stomach at seeing her words drift away, with no sound accompanying them. “HEIIO,” she then said, and again heard nothing as the words appeared.



“TWIIIGHT” then appeared in front of her and she turned towards Pinkie Pie. “ARE YOU OKAY?” Again, she heard nothing.



“I’M DEAF,” she said, and frowned. “PINKIE, YOU JUST MADE ME IOSE MY HEARING!”



Pinkie Pie’s ears drooped. “OH, MY, I-I’M SO SORRY! I SWEAR I DIDN’T MEAN IT!” she said. She picked up a little kazoo off the ground and furrowed her brow at it. “THIS IS ALL YOUR FAUIT! YOU WERE SUPPOSED TO MAKE PONIES HAPPY, NOT SCARE THEM TO DEAF!”



Twilight rolled her eyes and blew a tuft of her mane out of her eyes. “IT’S OKAY, PINKIE PIE. IT WAS AN ACCIDENT.”



Pinkie Pie turned to her, her features depressed. “BUT THAT’S JUST IT! I—” She stopped, her lips pursed and her ears perked. “WAIT. ARE WE TAIKING RIGHT NOW?”



Twilight was slapping one of her ears. “YEAH, WHY DO YOU—” She paused, words filling her vision. “OH. WEII, THIS IS CONVENIENT.”



“I THOUGHT YOU WERE DEAF?” Pinkie Pie asked skeptically. Her eyes narrowed. “ARE YOU PRANKING ME?”



“NO, PINKIE PIE, I’M NOT,” Twilight said. “I JUST CAST A SPEII NOT EVEN FIVE MINUTES AGO THAT IITERAIIY IETS ME SEE THE WORDS WE’RE SPEAKING.”



“IIKE, IN THE AIR?” Pinkie Pie asked, twirling a hoof. She received a nod and grinned. “THAT’S SO COOI! CAST IT ON ME! CAST IT ON ME!” she said. She then stuck the kazoo back between her lips and tried fruitlessly to aim it at her own ears.



Twilight shook her head and swatted the kazoo away. “SORRY, PINKIE, BUT THERE’S SOME DEFINITE PROBIEMS WITH IT. I REAIIY SHOUIDN’T, AT IEAST UNTIII I FIX IT.” She glared at that last string of words before they faded. “IT’S RATHER ANNOYING RIGHT NOW. FOR SOME REASON THE IETTERS I AND I ARE IDENTICAI.”



“REAIIY?” Pinkie Pie asked. “SO WHAT’S ‘III’ IOOK IIKE? HOW ABOUT ‘MIIIING’? ‘IIIIYPIIIY’?”



“PINKIE!”



Pinkie Pie snickered. “YOUR OWN NAME’S GOT TO BE A SIGHT TO SEE, EH, TWIIIGHT? CAN I JUST CAII YOU ‘TWIGHT’? ‘TWIIIIGHT’? ‘TWIIIIIIIGHT’?”



“PINKIE PIE!” Twilight said, and then grumbled as her friend fell over laughing. Fortunately for her, laughter didn’t show up in the air at all. At least something about the spell worked. As happy as she should be for crafting something, she couldn’t stand for anything but perfection. Perhaps that’s what annoyed her the most of all.



But she still had about two hours left until the spell wore off, she determined. Unless that part of the spell wasn’t working either. Twilight wrinkled her nose, but ultimately decided it wasn’t worth worrying about. She had to be optimistic. If the spell didn’t wear off, she’d just send a letter to Princess Celestia or something. But for the time being, she was going to go off and experience her spell, despite its flaws.



She stole a glance at Pinkie Pie, who was rocking back and forth on the ground, her hooves over her eyes, muttering to herself between giggle fits, and spitting words out into the air that were irritating to look at. Twilight sighed. Her hearing would return soon enough—it always did after Pinkie Pie got her hooves on a musical instrument. She wandered away from her friend and the library, looking for a way to pass the time.








“I SUPPOSE THAT’S PINKIE PIE FOR YOU,” Rarity said with a small laugh. She took a sip from her glass of lemonade and added, “SEEMS IIKE YOU’VE HAD QUITE THE EVENTFUI AFTERNOON.”



Twilight laid her head down on the opposite side of the table, her own lemonade untouched. She stared at it and sighed. “YOU HAVE NO IDEA,” she said. “ON THE WAY HERE, I COUIDN’T SEE A THING. I HAD TO GO THROUGH THE MARKETPIACE AND IT WAS IIKE THE THICKEST FOG BECAUSE EVERYPONY WAS TAIKING.” She watched her words hit the glass and disperse. “TODAY HAS BEEN AN ADVENTURE, THAT’S FOR SURE. IT FEEIS IIKE EVERYPONY IS AIWAYS SHOUTING.”



“WEII, I’M GIAD TO HEAR YOU’RE DOING OKAY,” Rarity said, and then winced. “SORRY.”



“DON’T WORRY ABOUT IT,” Twilight said with a wave of her hoof. “IT’II RETURN SOONER OR IATER. REMEMBER THE SAXOPHONE INCIDENT?”



Rarity shuddered. “I STIII HEAR THEM CRYING IN MY DREAMS SOMETIMES.”



“I JUST NEED TO WAIT,” Twilight said. “THE SPEII SHOUID WEAR OFF BY SUNDOWN. I HOPE.”



Rarity took another drink from her glass and smiled. “I MUST SAY, THOUGH. IT’S KIND OF AMUSING FOR YOU TO TRY AND CREATE SUCH A COMPIICATED SPEII FOR YOUR FIRST TIME.”



“IT WASN’T REAIIY THAT COMPIICATED,” Twilight said. She would’ve kept going but she caught herself, hung by Rarity’s last sentence. “WAIT. ARE YOU SAYING YOU’VE DONE SPEIICRAFTING BEFORE?”



“I WOULDN’T SAY THAT,” Rarity said, twirling her glass. “MORE IIKE, SPEII REFINEMENT. I ONCE HAD TO MODIFY A SOUND-AMPIIFICATION SPEII TO GET ACCURATE CRYSTAI RESONANCES. IT WASN’T TOO HARD TO PUII OFF.”



Twilight lifted her head and frowned. “WHY HAVEN’T YOU TOID ME BEFORE? I WOUID HAVE ASKED YOU FOR SOME ADVICE.”



“IT JUST NEVER CAME UP BEFORE, I GUESS.” Rarity shrugged. “IF I KNEW WHAT YOU WERE DOING, I WOULD’VE OFFERED TO HEIP.”



“I DIDN’T THINK IT WAS GOING TO BE SO HARD,” Twilight said, finally picking up her glass of lemonade. She gave it a look and added, “IIVE AND IEARN, I SUPPOSE.” She went to take a small sip, but ended up distracted by her last sentence as it flew across the table and bounced off Rarity’s nose, before disappearing like smoke. It was more amusing than she’d want to admit. She cracked a smile and returned to her glass.



She was caught off guard by seeing a “HEY TWIIIGHT” enter the glass from the side, bounce around within like alphabet soup in a blender, and fire off individual letters straight out of the top at incredible speed. Twilight threw her head back as they assaulted her face and broke away. She looked around the room confused, before realizing Applejack had entered, and was already in a conversation with Rarity. She picked apart some sentences before they could vanish.



“HEY, RARITY,” Applejack had said. “WHAT’RE YOU TWO UP TO?”



“JUST HAVING SOME FRIENDIY DISCOURSE OVER A GIASS OF IEMONADE,” Rarity had said, lifting the pitcher up. “WOUID YOU IIKE SOME?”



“NO THANKS, I’M GOOD,” Applejack said, dismissing her with a hoof. “BUT I WAS WONDERING IF YOU HAD APPIE BIOOM’S COSTUME READY FOR THE SCHOOI PIAY?”



“I WAS HOPING TO FINISH IT UP TONIGHT, AS A MATTER OF FACT.” Rarity smiled. “THE IAST THING I’D WANT TO SEE IS FOR HER TO FAII.”



Applejack chuckled. “SHE WON’T FAII. SHE’S BEEN WORKING HARD ON THAT.”



“IT CAN JUST BE HARD TO BAIANCE ONE’S SELF PROPERIY SOMETIMES.”



Twilight tilted her head. “APPIE BIOOM’S HAVING TROUBLE STANDING?”



She got two blank stares in return. “WHAT?” Applejack asked.



“AREN’T YOU WORRIED ABOUT HER FAIIING?”



Rarity pursed her lips. “THE DRESS ISN’T THAT IONG. IF SHE RUNS IN IT, THAT MAY BE AN ISSUE, HOWEVER.”



“HER ROIE ISN’T EXACTIY AN EXCITING ONE, HONESTIY,” Applejack said. “SHE JUST NEEDS TO FOIIOW THE MAIN CHARACTER AROUND UNTII SHE NEEDS TO BAII WITH THE OTHERS.”



Twilight’s gaze hardened and she wrinkled her nose. “WHAT?”



Applejack brought a hoof to her chin. “SHE ONIY HAS A FEW IINES, IF I RECAII. NOW, SCOOTAIOO HAS A BIGGER ROIE. APPIE BIOOM JUST NEEDS TO IET HER DO HER THING AND THEN THEY CAN BAII TOGETHER.”



Twilight blushed furiously and fortunately, her tongue got caught in her throat. Rarity made a face and said, “I THINK SHE’S JUST WORRIED APPIE BIOOM MIGHT MESS UP.” Her features brightened. “BUT DON’T WORRY, TWIIIGHT. I’M SURE SHE’II DO JUST FINE.”



“OH, YOU SHOUID’VE SEEN HER IAST WEEK!” Applejack said with a grin. “GIRL WAS HOPPING AROUND IIKE A JACKRABBIT, PIAYING WITH HER FRIENDS. IF ANYPONY’S GOING TO TRIP OVER THEMSEIVES, IT SUREIY WON’T BE HER.”



“I HAVE EVERY CONFIDENCE SHE’II PERFORM EXTRAORDINARIIY,” Rarity said, nodding. “IT’D BE A SHOCK IF SHE GOT A FAIIING GRADE.”



Twilight finally started breathing normally again, her eyes going wide from insight. “OH, YOU WERE SAYING ‘FAII’, NOT “FAII’. SORRY, APPIEJACK. I WAS CONFUSED FOR A MINUTE THERE.”



Rarity gave her a look that spoke confusion, but quickly turned in understanding. However, Applejack was looking flummoxed. “IT’S APPIEJACK, TWIIIGHT. NOT ‘APPIEJACK’.”



Twilight nodded. “THAT’S WHAT I SAID, APPIEJACK.”



“APPIEJACK. YOU’RE SAYING ‘APPIEJACK’.”



“I KNOW,” Twilight said, furrowing her brow. “WHY ARE YOU...” She blinked. “OH, CURSE THIS SPEII!”



“AM I MISSING SOMETHING?” Applejack asked openly. 



Rarity placed a hoof on her shoulder. “SHE IOST HER HEARING TODAY AND MADE A SPEII THAT IETS HER SEE THE WORDS WE’RE SPEAKING, QUITE IITERAIIY. UNFORTUNATEIY, SOME OF THE IETTERS ARE MIXED UP.”



“OH,” Applejack said. “WHICH ONES?”



“JUST I AND I.”



“HUH.” Applejack turned towards Twilight with a small smile. “JUST BE GIAD IT ISN’T S AND F. THAT’D REAIIY SUCK SOMETHING FIERCE.”



“IT SUCKS ENOUGH AIREADY, APPIEJACK” Twilight said. 



Applejack raised a hoof, holding back a giggle. “IT’S APPIEJACK, NOT ‘APPIEJACK’.”



“FORGET IT!” Twilight exclaimed, throwing her hooves up. “YOU’RE AJ TODAY. I’M JUST GOING TO AVOID USING WORDS WITH I AND I IN THEM UNTII THIS SPEII WEARS OFF. THAT SHOUIDN’T BE TOO DIFFICUIT, RIGHT?” She looked up at her words and frowned. “TOO HARD.” She smiled. “EASY.”



“YOU KNOW,” Rarity said, bringing a hoof to her chin in thought. “I THINK I HAVE A WAY OF DEAIING WITH THIS.” She looked up. “APPIEJACK, WHY DON’T YOU GO TAKE TWIIIGHT AROUND TOWN OR SOMETHING? I HAVE AN IDEA.”



“WHAT ARE YOU... WHAT HAVE YOU THOUGHT UP?” Twilight asked.



Rarity smiled at her. “NOW, NOW. I WANT IT TO BE A SURPRISE. GO ON, YOU TWO. I’II CATCH UP WITH YOU IN A BIT.”



“I DON’T REAIIY HAVE ANYTHING ON THE SCHEDUIE TODAY,” Applejack said with a shrug. “C’MON, TWIIIGHT. IET’S GO SEE WHAT FIUTTERSHY IS UP TO.”








The walk to Fluttershy’s had been relatively uneventful. Twilight had convinced Applejack to take the long way around town and avoid the bustling center. Even then, she could see incredibly long strings of words reach out over the rooftops before they inevitably dissipated. It’d been less than talkative too, but once they crested the hill towards Fluttershy’s cottage, Twilight’s day became slightly more confusing.



Fluttershy had gathered an entire marching band’s worth of musical instruments, and was busy distributing them amongst all her animal friends in a field, all gathering beneath an oak tree; there was a kitten at a keyboard, a mouse with a guitar, and even Angel was sitting there wielding a baton. There were even some plants and random objects getting instruments, if for nothing more than pose.



Fluttershy looked up at the tree in thought. “I THINK I CAN GIVE THIS TREE A FIDDIE,” she said. Turning around, she found her friends approaching. “OH, HEIIO GIRLS. WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?”



“TO BURN SOME SECONDS,” Twilight said.



Applejack gave her a look and clarified. “TWIIIGHT HERE ACCIDENTIY PUT HERSEIF UNDER A SPEII THAT ISN’T WORKING AS WEII AS SHE HAD HOPED. WE’RE JUST WAITING NOW FOR IT TO WEAR OFF.”



Fluttershy gasped. “YOU POOR THING, THAT SOUNDS AWFUI!”



“YES,” Twilight said. “BUT ME AM OKAY. WHAT ARE YOU UP TO?”



Fluttershy didn’t question her friend’s strange vernacular and picked a sitar up off the ground. “I THOUGHT I’D GET AII MY ANIMAL FRIENDS TOGETHER AND TAKE A FUN GROUP PHOTO,” she said, pointing towards a camera tripod set up a fair distance away. “I DO THIS EVERY YEAR. DO YOU WANT TO BE IN IT?”



“SURE,” Applejack said. “SOUNDS IIKE FUN.” Twilight nodded in agreement.



Fluttershy smiled, offering up Applejack the sitar and scrounging a xylophone for Twilight. 



“WHERE’D YOU GET AII THESE THINGS?” Applejack asked as Fluttershy found her a spot amongst the ensemble.



“PINKIE PIE IS IETTING ME ACCESS HER EMERGENCY ISTRUMENT STOCKPIIE,” Fluttershy said. “OF COURSE I GOT TO PUT THEM AII BACK WHEN I’M DONE.”



“WHAT’S SHE NEED AN EMERGENCY SYMPHONY AGENT RESERVE FOR?” Twilight asked, tapping the bars on her instrument.



“I DON’T KNOW,” Fluttershy said after a slight pause. “YOU KNOW HOW PINKIE PIE IS.”



“VERY TRUE.”



“ANYWAYS,” Fluttershy said, making a bit of room between two ferns for Twilight and her instrument. “I THINK WE’RE READY. ARE WE MISSING ANYTHING, ANGEI?”



Angel glared at her and started thumping his feet.



“OKAY THEN,” Fluttershy said. She turned and ran over towards the camera. “EVERYONE SMIIE AND SAY, ‘CHEESE’!”



She got a number of growls and chirps from the animals in attendance. A “CHEESE” flew over Twilight’s head from behind causing her to flinch. She turned back around just in time for Fluttershy to run back into frame with a tamborine. She stared back at the camera just for the flash to go off, thoroughly conflicted. Then all the animals started cheering and banging their instruments together. Fortunately for Twilight, she was still deaf.



She tapped her xylophone again and looked around. There was a squirrel beating two cymbals together right in front of her. One the ferns at her side had a harmonica and the other a flute. A way’s away, a bear sat with a saxophone, and Twilight decided she should be walking in the opposite direction. She got up and looked for her friends, finding Applejack and Fluttershy talking to each other on the other side of the group. 



It took her longer than she’d admit to realize they weren’t spitting words into the air. 



Twilight cheered, grabbing the attention of her friends. She ran up and told them the spell had worn off, and received an excited group hug in celebration. Of course, she still couldn’t hear a thing. It took a few confused looks and some clarification from Applejack before Fluttershy understood this. Turned out they forgot to mention that part earlier. Now Twilight had to wait for that to wear off, and there was no telling when that would happen.



As if on cue, Rarity appeared, running towards them all excited. Applejack and Fluttershy were quickly overcome with relief and smiles, and they all grinned at Twilight. She balked a bit in confusion, taking a step back as Rarity took a step forward, her horn alight. Twilight’s vision was swept in its blue glow before everything went black.



“Well?” she heard Fluttershy say. “Did it work?”



“Did what work?” Twilight asked.



“A-ha!” Rarity squealed. “I knew it’d work. I just cured your deafness, Twilight!”



“I...” Twilight blinked, and she tried waving a hoof in front of herself. All she saw was a blackness, and when she went to slap herself she missed. “Rarity, I appreciate it, but you just made me blind instead.”



“Oh dear,” Fluttershy muttered.



Twilight could almost hear Rarity’s heart skip a beat. Rarity quickly said, “I’m so sorry, Twilight! All I did was modify my crystal-resonance spell with a pair of sunglasses. I thought it’d at least reverse your spell, but I guess the tint was too strong...”



“It’s okay, Rarity,” Twilight said with a sigh. “Let’s just go find Spike and send a letter to Princess Celestia for help. I probably should’ve done that from the very beginning.”








[A/N: I wanted to call this story "TITTIE DROP" but chickened out. Anyone think it'd have been fine to keep it titled that?]
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         Once upon a time, there was a pegasus pony named Ant Mill. Or, well, a changeling named Ant Mill. Because sure, technically she was biologically a pony but her dad was a changeling and she grew up in the hive and she super identified with changeling culture and even got a tattoo on her legs to make it look like they had holes but everypony just thought she was dappled and she tried to explain but they all assumed she was a changeling in a pony form and were all “But if you could look like anypony why’d you look like that?” and then she’d get super angry and they’d realize they messed up and sure they’d say sorry but it would just be really awkward which didn’t help anything because frankly she already had a lot of self esteem issues.



Ant Mill was an intern.



Specifically, she was a student intern at Equestrian United Semiconductors’ division of economic forecasting, and she was there to fulfill her second year practical experience graduation requirements. The job wasn’t particularly relevant to her interests—she was studying literature—but the school insisted on a full semester’s internship with one of the companies on their approved list. Ant Mill had picked EUS because one of her friends had told her that working there was just like living in a hive, and Ant Mill was admittedly a little homesick.



Though apparently her “friend” hadn’t meant that it was a safe, supportive, open community that really values its cultural identity. No, apparently she meant that it was regimented, uncreative, and boring. Also, that she was super racist. But by that point, there was nothing Ant Mill could do.



Things could have been worse. Everything was well organized and easy to understand, and Ant Mill wasn’t just fetching coffee or running errands. She gave it her best try, and she did have to admit that if she cared even a little bit about demand forecasting for semiconductor components, it would have been a good experience. But she didn’t care, and so when her initial supply of work ethic and good spirit ran out, the job quickly degraded into an endless procession of graphs and ponies in grey suits.



Ant Mill ended up spending most of her time trying to think of poetic ways to describe her work environment, or doodling herself fighting time traveling giant robots. They were about the same size as the doodle of herself, but it was easy to assume she was also giant to make them easier to fight.



It was very near the end of her internship when Ant Mill and her work group all traveled up to the 47th floor of the building and piled into the big conference room. They’d spent the last three months working on an estimate of demand for semiconductor components in the greater Cloudsdale area, and it was time to present their findings to the division’s associate director. Ant Mill would not be presenting of course—she wouldn’t even be speaking unless first directly spoken to, which she would not be. But it was an honor to attend or whatever, so she sat in the back and watched the rest of her team set up.



It was kind of sad to watch. The whole team showed up twenty minutes early to get ready, and they spent the whole time fiddling with the fancy new conference room computers that had replaced the overhead projector. There was one big, boxy screen in front of each chair, sunk into the table with the glass side tilted up. Each screen showed the same rows of blocky characters in the same ugly phosphorescent green, except on those occasions when somepony wanted to show a graph. Then the whole room got to wait an awkward few seconds while it rendered and displayed the data. In the same ugly phosphorescent green.



In Ant Mill’s opinion, the entire conference room was its own little performance art piece about how technology was destroying culture. Nothing worth reading would ever be written on a computer. So she sat in the back and tuned the whole thing out, ignoring her team in favor of her drawing.



She sensed that the meeting had started when her team’s ambient babble abruptly stopped. Ant Mill’s ears perked, and she lifted her head in time to see two more figures enter the room. The first was an older griffon with a reddish tint to his feathers, while the second was a tall and graceful unicorn mare with a purple coat. Both in grey suits of course.



At first, Ant Mill was surprised—the mare looked younger than she did, and yet it was the mare who was sitting at the head of the table and getting fawned over by the others. How did a mare who couldn't be past twenty end up in senior management? But then Ant Mill noticed that the mare didn’t just have a horn. She also had wings. That made her a changeling, who of course could choose to look any age she wished. Ant Mill sat up straight, and feigned working out a kink in her back. Her foreleg twisted, her tail swished, and her ears twitched twice.



I greet you, changling of indeterminate rank and hive, said her body language. Vespid was a very socially-conscious dialect. Ant Mill waited, but the mare in front didn’t answer her. Instead, she introduced the griffon—who was apparently the company economist or whatever.



Ant Mill wasn’t rude by nature, and it did occur to her that maybe the mare was just busy running the meeting and didn’t want to be distracted. So she let things get underway, and waited for a particularly boring lull. Then she stretched out a leg, twisted her neck, and buzzed her wings, letting out a grunt to conceal the action as another stretch. What daughter of Lampyridae do you call queen? she asked. Asking what hive a changeling was from was generally a good icebreaker. But still the mare did not answer.



Ant Mill tried a few more times, in case the mare just hadn’t seen her, but soon reached the obvious conclusion: the mare was ignoring her. It made sense of course—speaking another language didn’t change the fact that she was senior management and Ant Mill was a student intern—but it still hurt, and Ant Mill spent the rest of the meeting in a funk. The discussion did nothing to pull her out of it. It was a solid hour of a pony in a grey suit talking with a griffon in a grey suit about shifting disemployment figures from 6.3% to to 5% and what that meant about pegasi’s willingness to buy electronic watches.



Eventually, mercifully, the meeting wrapped up. Ponies put their binders away and turned off their screens. A few left in a hurry, while others stayed behind to chat. Ant Mill quietly collected her notepad full of doodles and shuffled towards the exit.



“Excuse me.” A voice cut into her awareness, speaking directly to her from not terribly far away. Her head jerked up, and she suddenly saw the purple mare standing right beside her. “I saw you trying to get my attention earlier. I’m sorry if it seemed I was ignoring you. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I don’t speak Vespid and I assumed you didn’t want to draw attention.”



Ant Mill froze for a moment, so unexpected was this mare’s approach. More than that, so unexpected was her tone. It was the first time since arriving at EUS that somepony had treated her like a person instead of as a cog in the machine, and the mare’s expression looked genuinely apologetic. She had a nice sort of face. Regal, but friendly.



Quickly, Ant Mill waved the apology off. “Oh, it’s fine,” she said, “I was just surprised. I didn’t know there were any other changelings working here.”



“Equestrian United Semiconductors is a big company, and an equal opportunity employer. We have a lot of changelings working here,” the mare said, adding, “though I’m a pony.” Ant Mill frowned and glanced at the mare’s wings and horn, but the mare continued on in a friendly tone. “But if you’re looking to swarm up, I understand the break room on floor 14 is popular during lunch.”



“Oh, uh...” Ant Mill stammered.



“Anyway, I need to get going,” the mare said, stepping out the door and moving down the hall. Ant Mill muttered some sort of goodbye, and gave a half-hearted wave. She waited a moment, not certain of what to do. Then, she picked her hooves and dashed out the door.



“Excuse me,” she called, chasing the mare up the hall. From behind, she could see that the mare’s tail was blue with a streak of purple and violent, and that her cutie mark was a star surrounded by five others, like on Equestrian money. “Excuse me!” The mare didn’t stop, but she did turn to look back at Ant Mill, and soon the two were walking side by side. “Hi, sorry,” Ant Mill said quickly, to the mare’s somewhat puzzled expression. “But what did you mean earlier? When you said you weren’t a changeling.”



“I think it’s pretty self-explanatory,” the mare answered, raising one eyebrow slightly.



“You mean you were raised by ponies?” Ant Mill asked. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry. My name is Ant Mill. My mother was a pony but I was raised by changelings, so I’m curious.”



“It’s quite alright. That’s a very interesting background you have,” the mare answered. “But, no. I was raised by ponies in the sense that most ponies are. I was born and then my parents raised me. I am a member of the species equus sapiens.” They rounded a core, and the mare headed for an office door against one wall. Ant Mill’s eyes jumped to the name plate beside it.



“Associate Director Twilight Sparkle,” it read.



“Anyway,” Twilight Sparkle continued, stepping into the office and sitting behind the desk. “I actually have a call coming up, so if you—”



“That’s not real,” Ant Mill blurted out, her eyes darting between the nameplate and Twilight. Twilight looked at her head on, tilting her head and narrowing her eyes. “I mean, your wings. And horn. Those aren’t real. Right? I mean... they’ve gotta be. You’re not an alicorn, right?”



Twilight sighed loudly, lifting a hoof to her face. “Yes, I am.”



“No, you can’t be. Because then you’d...” Ant Mill’s eyes shot back to Twilight’s cutie mark. Her eyes went wide, and she dropped her notebook to the floor. “You’re the Twilight Sparkle from the money.”



“Yes,” Twilight let her hoof slowly drag down her face. “I am.”



“Ohmygosh. You’re the bearer of the Element of Magic!” Ant Mill’s voice rose, very nearly to a shout. “You’re a Pri—”



“I’m the Associate Director of the Economic Forecasting division,” Twilight said sharply, and though her voice never rose, the authority in her tone silenced Ant Mill instantly. “And I’m busy. Thank you for your interest. Goodbye.” Her horn shone purple, and the door abruptly shut in Ant Mill’s face.



With the door closed, Twilight sat back against her chair. She shut her eyes and drew in a long breath, holding her hoof to her chest. She held the breath for a count of one and then slowly let it out, drawing her hoof away from her body as she did. Her stress thus dealt with, she opened her eyes, and returned to the planning on her desk.



She’d no sooner turned to the paper then two sharp knocks sounded at her door. “Hey, uh... Twilight? Uh. Associate Director? Can I get your autograph?” After a long pause, two more knocks came. “Uh, hello? I’m sorry if you want to be left alone. It’s just such an honor to meet you.” Again there was a pause, then two more knocks. “Um. I think I left my notebook on your floor...” Scarely a second passed before the notebook shot out from under the door, bouncing to a stop in the hallway.



Ant Mill looked down at the notebook, and carefully picked it up with her teeth. Hesitantly, she looked down the hall towards the elevator, and then back to Twilight’s door. Lifting a hoof, she knocked once. “Look, I can tell you don’t want to talk, but it’s just so amazing to meet you and... can I have five minutes?” She swallowed. “Please?”



Purple light enveloped Twilight’s door, and it swung open as quickly as it had shut. On the other side, Ant Mill opened her mouth to speak, but the light enveloped her hooves before she could. She found herself yanked forward, a startled yelp escaping her as she was sharply pulled in front of Twilight’s desk. She was left panting for breath, her heart racing as her brain struggled to catch up.



In front of her, Twilight tapped the desk. “Five minutes,” she said sternly, shutting the door behind Ant Mill.



“Oh.” Ant Mill nodded, taking a second to catch her breath. “Oh, thank you! Uh... so you’re really Twilight Sparkle?”



“This an inauspicious start to your limited time.” Twilight said, holding eye contact with Ant Mill.



“Oh, right, sorry,” Ant Mill said quickly. Her eyes went all over the room—looking at the desk, the floor, the ceiling, anything but the pony she actually wanted to look at. Finally, the found the courage to look the other pony head on. “It’s just... that would make you like two thousand years old, right?”



“Two thousand and seven next month.” Twilight nodded.



“Do you still celebrate birthdays?” Ant Mill asked.



“Yes.” Twilight let out a curt little sigh, her eyes rolling slightly.



“Uh... why?” Ant Mill said, her tail giving a little swish back and forth as she rubbed one hoof over the other.



“Because my husband insists,” Twilight said, with a slight edge to her tone. “He thinks I’m embarrassed about my age and the party makes me feel better.”



“Wait... wow. You’re married?” Ant Hill sat up, her ears twitching as the thought. “But you’re like... I mean. Have you been married before?”



“Yes,” Twilight let out a long hiss of breath. “Yes. I have been married fifteen times before.” She spoke with a quick, sharp cadence, the words falling into place one after the other. “Yes, my husband knew that before we started dating. Yes, he’s okay with it. And yes, I will eventually outlive him, and when I do, it will be sad.” She delivered the last word harshly, her tone and glare giving it a sharp kick. “If you want the details, go get a copy of the EY 2998 June edition of Rolling Saddle out of the library. I did an interview with them because apparently ponies never get tired of asking those questions.”



Ant Hill withered under Twilight’s sharp gaze. She turned her head down to the floor and fiddled with her notebook in silence. “I’m sorry,” she finally said.



Twilight sighed, sat back, and shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn't have snapped. But I don’t like these sorts of interviews.”



“It’s okay. I’ll go.” Ant Hill nodded. “But, um...” She lifted her head to Twilight. “Before I do, can I ask one last question? It’s not personal, I promise.”



Twilight lifted a hoof, and then dropped it to the desk. She shrugged and sat back, letting out a breathy: “Okay. Shoot.”



“What are you doing here?” Ant Mill asked.



“Answering an intern’s annoying questions?”



“No, really.” Ant Mill gestured around the office. “What are you doing here? You’re royalty. Why are you working a desk job?”



“Royalty doesn’t mean that much anymore.” Twilight gently shook her head. “See, this thing happened. It’s called ‘Democracy.’ You might not have noticed.”



“Yeah, but weren't you a big part of that?” Ant Hill gestured vaguely in Twilight’s direction. “I mean, it’s not like you were overthrown, right? You practically wrote the constitution. Your familiar was the first Prime Minister and the first dragon to hold office in Equestria.”



“Yes, and ponies were very grateful.” Twilight spread her hooves, pausing for emphasis. “For like five hundred years. Then they got over it. It became less socially acceptable for elected officials to be related to royalty. The populist movement started and a lot of old friends got thrown out of office. Then there were a few parliaments in a row that were hostile to the crown. Things added up and my influence faded.” She shrugged. “If Prime Minister Tweedledee ever wants my advice, I’m at his beck and call, but he’s made it pretty clear he doesn’t.”



“What about the Ponyville Palace?” Ant Hill asked, her ears perking up. “Don’t you still have that?”



“Yes, but I don’t like to live there,” Twilight said. “Too many tourists.”



“Doesn’t it make a lot of money though?” Ant Hill said, with a curious little tilt of her head.



“Quite a bit, yes.” Twilight nodded. “Though, nearly two thousand years of prudent investing has left me with more money then I know what to do with anyway. I prefer to live modestly so I end up giving most of it to charity.”



“Then... I don’t understand.” Ant Mill’s expression made her intention clear, and she again gestured around the office. “Why would you want this job if not for the money?”



“I think economics is interesting and I enjoy studying it.” Twilight said. “And I’m good at organizing ponies. The job fits my talents well.”



“But there are a million ponies who could do this job.” Ant Mill insisted. “They can’t do what you can do.”



“Like what?” Twilight asked.



“Like...” Ant Mill thought quickly. “Like be the Element of Magic. You’re probably one of the most powerful wizards to ever live. You can reverse gravity and turn ponies into creatures and teleport!”



“Half of the ponies who work here arrived via teleportation,” Twilight said. Her horn briefly glowed, and she glanced up and down at Ant Mill. “Including you, by the residual signatures.”



“That’s different. That’s industrial magic.” Ant Mill shook her head. “You don’t even have to be a unicorn for that. Anypony can teleport if they have a casting circle and a philosopher's stone.”



“And last I checked, you can buy a philosopher's stone for a few hundred bits,” Twilight said, evenly. “Which does put an upper value on how useful my teleportation gifts are.”



“Fine...” Ant Hill frowned, thinking quickly. “But you’re also a historian, aren’t you? The best historian, since you actually lived through all those events.”



“Memory is flawed, especially when you get to my age, and my assessment of what Equestria was like 2000 years ago was hardly objective in the first place.” Twilight gestured to a shelf in the corner of the room, full of books. “I have written a few books on the subject, which were well received. But I’m far from the ‘greatest’ historian.”



“You have rainbow power inside you! If Equestria is in peril you could be its last hope.”



“Yes.” Twilight nodded. “And they do still have me on speed dial for that. But do you know when the last time was Equestria was really threatened by something the government couldn’t handle?” Ant Mill shook her head. “Twelve-hundred years.”



“But you’re a scholar!” Ant Mill leaned forward. “You have thousands of years of experiance!”



“Yes. From an era where we thought fire was an element and some doctors still practiced bloodletting.” Twilight tapped the desk. “Academic knowledge does have a shelf-life.”



“You’re an alicorn!” Ant Mill raised her hooves and spread them wide, her voice rising to a frustrated peak.



“A pony with your background should understand that race doesn’t matter on its own,” Twilight said, a bit curt. But when Ant Mill hung her head, Twilight paused. “Is this actually bothering you?”



“Well.. a little! Yeah!” Ant Mill lifted a hoof, though her eyes remained on the floor. “I just found out that royalty is working a middle management job at Despair Incorporated. What am I supposed to think?”



Twilight paused in thought, watching Ant Mill from across the desk. Then she rose, and walked around to the other side, and sat down next to the young mare. “Ant Mill? Just... listen, okay?”



Ant Mill lifted her head, hesitantly looking into Twilight’s eyes. And Twilight continued. “Once, I was special for a lot of reasons. Very few ponies had my education. Very few ponies had my magical gifts. Very few ponies had the chance to travel and adventure like I did. I could teleport and do sums and organize like nopony else could. And yes, I ruled a pretty good bit of Equestria for awhile there.” Twilight leaned in a bit, catching Ant Mill’s eyes when she tried to look at the ground again. “But then something happened. Do you know what?”



“Democracy?” Ant Mill asked.



“No. That came later.” Twilight shook her head. “First was universal secondary education. With Princess Celestia’s help, I made it so that every unicorn could have the chance to study magic the way I did. And then we made advanced schools for earth ponies and pegsai too. That meant a lot more unicorns who studied wizardry, and a lot more earth ponies who studied engineering and pegasai formalizing meteorology. It meant that a lot of very smart ponies who otherwise would have spent their lives doing manual labor got a chance to better themselves.”



“Sure,” Ant Mill nodded. “We um... we read about that in history class.”



“Yes, it was a very good thing,” Twilight said. “But it meant that I was a little less special. Suddenly, there were a lot of very smart unicorns studying magic. I was more powerful than them because of my alicorn magic, but I wasn’t better than them -- not all of them. So I went from being the premiere magical scholar, to just being a noted scholar. Then do you know what happened?”



“Then democracy?” Ant Mill tried again.



“Still too early,” Twilight chided. “Then mechanical calculators happened. You wouldn't recognize them. They were these big, bulky things with brass buttons, where you had to pull a lever to make them add or multiply and they’d stamp the answer onto a sheet of paper. But suddenly, everypony in Equestria could do their sums perfectly. It was a revolution in math, science, accounting, and magic.”



“And your ability to... do sums in your head got less important.” Ant Mill swallowed, and then nodded. “Right?”



“Right,” Twilight nodded. “Then came formalized managerial training. Then the self-activating magical circle. Then philosophers stones. And yes, then democracy. Every step took something that used to be very rare, and made it very common. That meant I became a little less special every time. And sure, it’s frustrating sometimes, but think about it. Would you really deny something to everypony else in the world just so you can be the only one who has it?”



“You’re immortal,” Ant Mill mumbled. “That’s special.”



“Ant Mill, think back to how this conversation started.” Twilight put a hoof on her shoulder. “Do you think being special that way makes me happy?”



Ant Mill hung her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”



“I know. It’s okay.” Twilight’s tone was gentle. “I’m not sad that I’m immortal. Life is a beautiful thing and I want to keep on living. But there is nothing I wouldn't give up for the right to give that gift to my husband and children as well. And it’s the same with everything else. I liked being important, but I like this new Equestria more.”



“What’s to like about it?” Ant Mill asked, an almost pleading note to her voice. “You live in a giant grey box. There’s concrete everywhere. They just cut down the last of the Everfree Forest! All the wide open spaces are gone, and... and you...” She gestured sharply at Twilight. “You’re here. That’s messed up!”



Twilight took no offense at the pointed hoof, and gently pushed Ant Mill’s leg back to the floor. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I do miss the wide open space. And the old Ponyville. And a lot of things. But you know what I don’t miss? Changelings and ponies attacking each other on sight. Earth ponies and unicorns not being able to go to the same schools. Indentured servitude at the Trader’s Exchange. And the danger that next time my friends and I wouldn't save the day and the world would explode.”



Twilight gently leaned forward, resting her hoof over Ant Mill’s. “And you know what else? I like this big grey box. It’s not the best job ever, but I enjoy it, and I have a lot of friends here, and it leaves me plenty of time to see my husband and raise my children. Maybe one day I’ll get bored of it and go back to studying magic, or traveling the world, or living in a palace and waving at tourists. But for now, it’s what I want out of life, and that’s all it needs to be.”



“But it’s so...” Ant Mill looked for the word. “Pointless. You shuffle numbers around all day.”



“I don’t think so.” Twilight shook her head. “We’re bringing earth pony technology to Cloudsdale. Sure, it’s just silly things like watches at first, but it’ll build. More pegasai will start to want to live on the ground, or ground-bound ponies will want to see their flying relatives. That means more trade, more intermarriage, a closer and more united Equestria. Maybe an Equestria that doesn’t even think of electronics as earth pony technology. That doesn’t seem so pointless to me.”



Twilight reached out to touch Ant Mill’s shoulder, staring into her eyes and offering her a warm expression. “And look at you. A pony raised by changelings. Fifty years ago, that would have been unthinkable. But now you’re here. And whatever you end up doing, you’re going to draw two cultures closer together. You’re going to make the world a better place.”



“Um...” Ant Mill found her throat suddenly tight, and she nodded quickly. “Um. Thank you. I hope I will.”



“You will,” Twilight said firmly. “Feeling a little better?”



“Yeah, thanks.” Ant Mill rose, and shook herself off. “I uh... I suppose I should get going.”



“I actually do have a call I am now late for, so yes, you should.” Twilight gently patted her shoulder, and then rose as well. “Come on now.”



Ant Mill quickly picked up her notebook and walked to the door, while Twilight went back behind her desk. Ant Mill paused in the doorway and turned back. “Um, I’m sorry. I know I need to go but... that thing you said? About how you’d rather the world be nice than that you be special? I don’t... I’m not sure I would have made the same decision. Or that most ponies would have, even. So...”



Ant Mill swallowed, and then bowed her head low to the ground. “Thank you, Princess,” she said. Then she left.



Behind her, Twilight paused. She watched Ant Mill go, then silently glanced down the floor. Sitting forgotten on the carpet was a little spiral bound notebook. Twilight picked it up, and stared at it for a few moments.



She smiled.
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         'Cause it's hotter than Tartarus! Yeah, it's hotter than hell...



Draw Slate downed his whiskey, hissing and slamming the shot glass onto the bar. He smacked his lips together and gave a sidelong glance to the grey unicorn wiping glasses.



"Sure ya ain't hidin' the really good stuff, Whistler?"



The unicorn snorted and shook his head, the hint of a wry smile gracing his mouth.



Oh, I'm a prisoner of looooove!



Draw turned, cheering and clopping his hooves together for the songstress on stage. She gave the room a slight bow over her guitar, smiling and brushing back a lock of powder-blue mane almost the same color as him.



"Thank ya kindly," she said in a voice like honey. "Whistler's givin' me the signal, so I'm sorry to say this next song'll be the last." She laughed over the audience's disappointed moans until they died down. "Y'all wanna hear 'Sons and Daughters of Equestria'?"



The crowd cheered and stamped their hooves. The room seemed to brighten, and a thrill ran through Draw. Sure, Starlit Serenade was easy on the eyes, and she had a great voice, but hearing her sing that song was the whole reason he kept coming back to Bar None.



Starlit strummed her guitar once, turned a knob, strummed it again and smiled. "All right, then. Y'all know the words for the bridge, right?" She was answered by enthusiastic hooting. "Okay, here we go!"



Draw closed his eyes as the first chords of the guitar wafted through the air. This was the way Sons and Daughters was meant to be played: by a lone pony in a smoky smalltown tavern.



Oh, you sons of Equestria...



He lost himself in the lyrics, the gentle sway of Starlit's voice and the strum of the guitar. It was a song that spoke to him, that spoke through him as surely as the rocks did through his earth pony blood. He kept his eyes closed until the bridge. He opened his mouth and sang along with the other revelers.



"We're all sons and daughters of Equestria, and we raise our glasses high!"



They did so, whooping and hollering.



"We praise Celestia's name! For we are one and the same when she lifts our spirits to the sky!"



It wasn't the best rendition Draw had ever heard, but that sort of wasn't the point. One more chorus, and the song ended.



Starlit took her final bow, gathered up the bits tossed on stage, and stepped down into the crowd. Stallions left and right clamored for the right to buy her a drink, but she brushed them off with a laugh and took a seat down the bar from Draw. He opened his mouth just a moment too late.



"Scotch, Whistler," she said. "Neat."



Draw frowned. He turned back to his empty glass, twiddling it between his hooves for a moment. His reflection frowned up at him from the countertop. He drew in a breath.



"Buy your drink, ma'am?"



Magenta eyes flashed under long lashes as she smiled at him. "Ain't it traditional to offer before the lady orders?"



Her voice was so much different in person. On stage, she was a presence, an idol elevated above the common pony. But while she was still the same cotton candy color up close, and her long mane still flowed like a whirlwind, she was just another pony. She sounded like him.



"Forgive me for bein' a mite slow on the draw," he said languidly, and held his glass aloft. "A few too many."



She laughed. "Well, it's mighty neighborly of ya anyway, darlin'. There's somethin' about you, I think. What's your name?"



He pulled bits from his belt and laid them on the counter as the drink moved over to her in Whistler's magic. "Draw Slate."



"Miner?"



"Sure am, an' mighty proud of it."



She inclined her head, raised her glass to him and took a long pull. Then she slid from the bar stool, moseyed over, and took the one next to him.



"So's I can hear ya better," she said, smiling enigmatically.



"I just wanted to say, Miss Serenade—"



"Barre," she corrected.



He blinked, not sure if the alcohol was finally addling his mind. "Come again?"



"Starlit Serenade is my stage name," she said, as a teacher might explain to a foal. "Barre Chord's my real name. I don't use it when performin', because..." She swept a hoof at their surroundings. "It's a mite on-the-nose, as they say."



He nodded dumbly. "Well, Miss Barre, I just wanted to say thank you for singin' 'Sons and Daughters' the way you done. That song means a lot to me, and well, it just ain't the same when a rock band plays it."



She laughed again, shaking her head as she sipped at her scotch. "Kicking Jenny. I'll give 'em credit for restorin' interest in the song and makin' it rousin', but you're right. The way they play, it lacks somethin'."



"Not with you, though," he gushed. That she turned toward him told him he was perhaps not coming on too strongly.



"It means a lot to me as well, since you mention it." She took another drink, examining herself in the mirror behind the bar. "Would you believe my ancestor wrote it?"



His eyebrows shot up. "Really?"



She nodded, not looking at him. "My ten-greats-grandfather, Major Key. Mama taught me a lot of the song's history. Got a copy of the original manuscript, even, from back in the early Celestial Period."



"I'll drink to that." He raised his glass and Whistler refilled it, giving him an eyebrow that said 'No more tonight.' Draw grinned at the barkeep, tapped his glass against hers, and downed it in one gulp. "So I'm guessin' you were around when they changed it."



"I was." Her bobbed and she closed her eyes. "Grandpappy signed off on the changes. Rushed 'em out, they did, but from what I hear, Princess Luna appreciates what was done for her, and how much changin' the lyrics means to generations of ponies across Equestria."



"They done ruined it, if'n ya ask me," said a third voice to her side. A scruffy red and brown earth stallion sitting at a table glared up at them through a drunken haze. He scooted a wobbly chair over to the row of barstools.



"Mind your manners, Fire Damp," Draw said, glowering at the other stallion. "I never took ya for no eavesdropper."



"You hush up," Fire Damp said, pointing at Draw. He turned back to Starlit. "Some so-called Princess nopony never heard of shows up, and suddenly we owe her everythin'. I don't think so. Shame on you and your kin for degradin' our traditions for the likes o' her!"



"Fire Damp, I swear—"



Draw cut off as Barre held up a hoof. "Mister Fire Damp," she said, slowly and calmly, "I can understand you're upset. But did you know that weren't the first time 'Sons and Daughters' was changed? Original copies of the lyrics show that the line 'in the mountains' was originally 'in the palace'. Now tell me you'd rather sing about placing unicorns above pegasi and us earth ponies and maybe I'll accept that Grandpappy was wrong to put Luna into the song."



Fire Damp scowled and stood. "That don't matter nohow. The words ain't changed in forever!" He voice rose. "I don't praise no Luna for ferryin' no souls o' the dead, you hear?"



Whistler spoke, his voice low yet cutting effortlessly through the tirade. "Fire Damp, you best watch yourself..."



Barre shook her head. "Did you know those lyrics weren't in the original either? Major Key heard a bar full of ponies, just like this one, sing them during a performance, right out of the blue! He was so moved, he put the words into the official version."



"You hush up!" Fire Damp moved forward, pressing his hoof against Barre's shoulder. Draw was on him in a flash, pushing him against the bar counter.



"Didn't your pappy teach you never to put a hoof on a mare?"



"Least I got one!" Fire Damp shouted, then threw an awkward punch at Draw's head. Draw stood there as it went completely wide, then glanced at Whistler.



"I seen it," the unicorn said, still polishing a glass.



Draw nodded, blocked Fire Damp's next punch, and kneed him in the gut. Fire Damp doubled over, but caught a second wind, wrapping his forelegs around Draw's waist and tackling him into the barstools. Draw hit him in the shoulder until he backed off, then gave him a hoof to the jaw for good measure.



"Time to git along home, Fire Damp," he huffed.



"Don't let the lady miss out on the fun, boys," Barre said coyly. Draw turned, eyes wide, to see her grip Fire Damp by the shoulders, rear back, and headbutt him onto the floor.



The tavern erupted in raucous applause.



Fire Damp lay on the floor for nearly a minute before pushing himself up on one leg. Through his unswollen eye, he glared up at the two of them.



"Mark my words, I ain't gonna forget this."



Barre rolled her eyes. "If you're upset about the 'sward' line, I'll have to agree with you. Them's the breaks though, hon, I'm sorry to say. Ain't a crime to sing the original, now!"



"Git on outta here, Fire Damp," Whistler said calmly, "'fore I whistle for Keys to git you out himself."



Fire Damp coughed and dragged himself toward the door a few paces before he was able to stand. Even then, he wobbled to the side and favored one of his rear legs.



"Don't mess with tradition," he growled to no one in particular. "It'll bite you in the end."



With that, he left, the swinging double doors marking his passage.



"Last call!" Whistler said, and a few ponies stood to get a final drink.



Barre scooped up hers, downed it, and grabbed her guitar. Smiling, she turned to Draw and said, "Walk a lady home?"








"How do you feel about the changes, Mister Slate?"



"Please, just 'Draw', Miss Barre."



"Then just 'Barre', Draw."



He laughed. "All right, Barre. Well, Elements' honest truth, I weren't too pleased with the change neither, but I never found it in myself to get worked up over 'em like Fire Damp and some others do. I got used to 'em after a while."



Barre hmm'd. "Not Faithful, I take it?"



He shook his head. "Used to be. My Pa was till he passed."



"What changed?"



Draw looked up at the night sky, starless on account of the slate gray clouds ever-present around the Smoky Mountains.



"Summer Sun Celebration when I was six. Princess Celestia came to Tall Tale." He smiled, snorting a laugh. "I dunno, somethin' 'bout seein' her up close, knowin' she was a pony and not a legend, well... After that, it just didn't seem right treatin' her as anythin' else." He turned to Barre. "I heard tell she don't care much for the Faithful. Prefers bein' thought of as a pony and a leader, not a goddess."



Barre nodded. "Yeah, I heard that too. An' I'm sorry to hear 'bout your Pa."



Draw shrugged. "Happened the year after. Hazards of minin' and all. Been so long, it don't hurt like it used to."



"I lost my father when I was young, too, 'cept I never knew him." She tutted. "Your mother?"



"Left him when I was a foal." He sighed. "Never knew 'er. But that never bothered me none. Pa was good to me an' all, and when he passed, well, I became a son of Equestria." He couldn't help smiling as he said it.



Her eyes widened. "That why you like the song so much?" The smile was evident in her voice.



"Sure is. I take it real serious-like, bein' a son of Equestria." He cleared his throat. "Well, not serious enough that I can't accept a new princess as my foster parent, anyway."



She laughed, and a dent in the road made her stumble into him, which only made her laugh harder. They whooped and laughed for a few minutes, banging into one another and getting knocked around the curb and lampposts.



"But enough about me," he said, "what about you? I see you play all the time, are you Tall Tale stock too?"



"Not me, sir!" She gave him a playful grin. "I was raised in Vanhoover."



"Ahh, the Applewood of the North!" His smile faded as he noted her sudden dourness. "Sorry, was it somethin' I said?"



She shook her head. "No, sorry, it's not your fault." She sighed. "'Applewood of the North' didn't work out, is all. I came here hopin' to get in touch with my earth pony roots and spread some musical cheer."



He had to raise an eyebrow at that. "You couldn't make it? Well now, they done threw away a diamond, from where I'm standin'! Their loss is our eternal gain!"



She stopped, and he did as well. She placed a hoof on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. Hers twinkled in the scattered street lights and her smile was accompanied by a soft blush.



"You're too sweet, Draw. I'm glad I took you up on the drink." She fixed his gaze with hers, tilted her head ever so slightly. "There's just somethin' about you I can't put my hoof on..."



She leaned forward, kissed his cheek, and patted him on the shoulder. Turning, she made her way up the steps of the brownstone he hadn't realized they'd stopped at. The bitterness of the late fall night air made itself known to him then.



"Call on me sometime, all right?" she called from the door. "Think I'd like to get to know you better."



His smile couldn't have been wider. "I'll do just that, ma'am."



He watched as her swaying pink flanks and baby blue tail disappeared into the building.








"Word 'round town is you done found yourself a fillyfriend, Draw Slate!"



Draw was glad for the rock dust blackening his face; it hid the blush creeping up his cheeks as the others in the tunnel hooted and laughed. The large mare who had started the conversation grinned at him like a cat awaiting a mouse's fatal misstep.



"Aw, naw, Truss," he said, hardly believing his own words, "ain't nothin' like that now, really."



An older grey unicorn further up the tunnel whistled, the light on his helmet bobbing over the walls. "Ain't what I done heard!"



"C'mon, Lignite..."



Lignite shook his head. "The bright star o' Gunite Minin' caught hisself a showmare!"



"She's that cute filly what sings all them songs at the bars!" somepony else further down the tunnel agreed.



Another round of hooting and a few claps on Draw's back followed.



"It's 'bout time you done settled down, loner," Roof Truss said, turning back to her seam. "We'll give ya Tartarus for it, but you best believe we're all happy to hear it."



"I do," Draw said, laughing and shaking his head.



In the corner of his eye, he noticed Fire Damp. The dark stallion had been glaring over his shoulder at Draw. When Draw turned toward him, Fire Damp moved back to his seam.



"I do indeed..."








"Say cheese!"



The camera flashed and Draw blinked the stars away. "Why're we doin' this again?"



Barre rolled her eyes and grinned. "Mama ain't bugged me 'bout grandfoals in a while. Won't it be a nice surprise when she sees the hunky stallion I hooked?"



He gave her a wry smile. "Don'tcha think that's movin' a mite fast? S'only been a week. We ain't even, uh..."



His attempt to search his mind for the next milestone in their relationship was interrupted by a pressure against his lips. Eyes wide, he stared at the pink mare and attempted to contemplate the timing of their first kiss. His mind went blank. The camera flashed again.



"Now we have," she whispered, giving him a smirk beneath half-lidded eyes.



His gape coalesced into a smile. "Might be I'd like another of those, ma'am."



She stuck her tongue out at him and took off running. "Gotta catch me first, cowpoke!"



He fumbled for a second before chasing her down the street, laughing. Eventually, he did catch her.








"Seen Fire Damp of late?"



Whistler's question caught Draw off guard, mostly due to the barkeep's usual taciturn nature. Draw sipped at his scotch, watching Barre — Starlit — sing out of the corner of his eye. He turned to Whistler, and regarded him with a long and dubious glance.



"He ain't late to the mines ever. Can't say as I keep tabs on him outside work."



Whistler was quiet for a minute before responding. "Ain't seen him 'round here since..." He inclined his head to the door. "Just makes a body wonder, is all."



Draw shrugged. "Maybe he got the hint that he ain't welcome here if'n he's gonna carry on like he done. Don't pay it no nevermind, Whistler."



The unicorn grunted. Draw turned back to the stage. He applauded when the song was over and joined in on 'Sons and Daughters', but try as he might, his enjoyment of the evening had vanished. When Barre finished her set and joined him, she frowned, giving him a light prod. After seeing his face, she skipped her usual post-performance drink in lieu of heading home early.



"What's wrong?" she asked when they were halfway back to her place.



He shook his head. "Somethin' Whistler said's botherin' me. Maybe it's nothin'."



"Ain't nothin' if you're this down about it." She stopped and placed a hoof on his side. "What is it?"



Draw chewed on the inside of his cheek, eyes scanning up and down the road. "Fire Damp. Whistler said he ain't seen him in a while. And I can't help thinkin' that ain't no good."



Barre frowned. "He been causin' more trouble since that one night?"



Draw shook his head. "No, leastways not where I seen him, but that's just it." He lifted his head. "I don't see him but at the bars and in the mine. And if he ain't been at one of those, who knows what he's up to?"



"He got anythin' personal against you, hon?" Barre tilted her head, peering at him as they continued their walk.



"Eh, I dunno. Maybe." Draw let out a breath. "Can't say as we've ever been friends, nor enemies. I guess... Might be he was peeved when I got promoted to supervisor, but it ain't like he never said nothin' either way 'bout it." His frown deepened. "And that was near a year ago! Don't seem reasonable to wait a year to get back at somepony, if'n he was fixin' to."



"I got another gig at Salty's tomorrow night," she said. "I'll see if'n I can't spot him in the crowd."



"Don't." He stopped and grabbed her hoof, drawing her in close. An intensity seized him, hitched his breath, and brought the world into sharp relief. He focused on her face, which was larger than life before his eyes. It took him a long moment to register her expression as shock.



Forcing himself to relax and smile, he said, "Just don't confront him or nothin', okay?" She opened her mouth to protest, but he held up a hoof. "I know, I know, you can take care of yourself, I just..." He shook his head. "I don't wanna make things worse. The more I think about it, the more it seems like maybe he ain't bein' reasonable."



Barre broke eye contact, frowning. When she looked back at him, she nodded. "All right. Might could be nothin' at all. Maybe we should put it from our minds, huh?"



She stroked his face, and they shared a weak chuckle. He leaned forward and they kissed.



"C'mon. Let's get you home."








The next day, Draw went to work as normal. Fire Damp was there and seemed neither more or less ill-tempered than normal. After the shift bell rang, everypony moseyed out to their usual activities. Draw went home to eat and shower, then stopped at Bar None for a quick drink and to ask Whistler's forgiveness for his impending wrongdoing as a regular.



It wasn't that Draw had anything against Salty's, or the Phoenix in the south of town. Truth be told, all three watering holes were fairly similar. Bar None had a "Mild West Saloon" motif, the Phoenix was the only one that served food, but otherwise they were interchangeable. It just happened that Whistler's place was close to his digs, and he liked the atmosphere and the usual company there. When a place fit a pony like that, well, why bother changing?



So Draw was a little surprised as he walked into Salty's to see just how different it was: close, dark, smoky and a tad oppressive. The clientele was mostly unicorns, as opposed to Bar None's earth pony majority. It wasn't out of any old-fashioned notion of tribal separation, just plain that's-how-it-is-ness, and nopony minded either way. This was the bar for the workers downtown, who spent their days pretending to be pleasant and uptight, and afterward needed an excuse to unwind, play cards, and get drunk as horseapples.



Fittingly, the unicorn bar was tended by an earth pony, a burly blue stallion with a milky eye. Draw ordered a drink, just to be neighborly, and scanned the crowd. Picking out any one pony from among those crowding the round tables was going to be impossible, especially a pony with dark coloring like Fire Damp's. The bartender just shrugged when Draw asked about him. Mentioning tonight's entertainment got him a derisive laugh.



"That one ain't showin'," the barkeep said in a voice that sounded like he gargled with glass shards every morning. "Said somethin' about not feelin' well. Mares, am I right?"



Draw left a few bits beside his half-empty glass and didn't wait to hear anything else from the bartender.








The door to Barre's apartment opened after his sixth round of knocking. Her tear-stained cheeks confirmed his worst fears.



"What'd Fire Damp do to you?" he growled. "I swear if he hurt you, I'll—"



"Stop," she said quietly. "It's not him. You should come inside."



The rage that was building in his chest stuck there. Confused, he followed her inside.



Her apartment was a mess of magazines, junk mail and ashtrays. In one corner, a guitar, different than the one he'd seen her play, rested behind a music stand. The curtains were open but it was already dark out, owing less to the clouds than to the impending onset of winter. A rogue's gallery of potted plants slumped by the windows. On the wall was a framed portrait of an older mare, her coat a light lavender, her pale red mane done up in a loose bun.



"What was your Pa's name?" Barre asked, drawing his attention toward the kitchenette. She leaned against the wall, regarding him with a look of fathomless sadness.



"What's that got to do with anything?" Draw stayed fixed.



"What." She swallowed. "Was his name?"



"Slate Bar." He shrugged. "Why?"



She stepped forward, a letter outstretched in her hoof. "I heard back from Mama today."



He took it, confusion plain on his face. "What's this about?"



"Just read it." Her voice was paper. She shrank back against the wall, a balloon with the air let out.



His gaze lingered on her a moment, then he turned to the letter. As he read, that tight ball of rage in his chest chilled and dropped into his stomach. By the end, his mouth was dry and his hooves numb.



"B-but that means..."



She nodded, squeezing her eyes shut against the tears. "You're my brother." She started to sob, holding a hoof against her mouth, and for a long moment, Draw was speechless and still.



"Hey now," he said at last, moving towards her. "What're you carryin' on about?"



"Think about what we been doin', Draw!" she shouted, rounding on him. "Ponies seen us kissin' like lovers and carryin' on out in public! You know word gets around real fast! What'll they say when they find out..." Her face crumpled and she collapsed on the floor.



She had a point: some ponies might get the wrong idea. But somehow, all he could focus on was "I have a sister."



A sister who needed him to say the right thing, right now.



He moved to her and gathered her into his arms. She resisted at first, but returned the embrace after a few moments, burying her face against his neck.



"Shh, c'mon," he said, stroking her mane. "You ain't done nothin' I ain't done, and... And it's nopony's business who we are or what we do. We didn't do nothin' wrong, leastways, and fact is, we didn't know!



"Look, forget other ponies for a second. Right now, all I can think about is I got a talented, remarkable mare for a sister, and I want nothin' in the world but to see she gets the best life she can ask for."



She hiccuped and drew back, looking up at him with shining eyes.



He smiled lopsidedly at her. "I ain't had nopony but myself since Pa died. You don't know... I wish I'd known about you sooner. Maybe it wouldn't-a been so lonely. Maybe I coulda..." He drew a hoof over his face.



"He's the real reason I stopped bein' Faithful, y'know."



She sniffed. "He was?"



Draw nodded. "When he died, I kept waitin' and waitin' for Celestia to show up and ferry his soul off to the afterlife. I waited by his body. They put him in a coffin, I waited there too. Then I waited by his grave for a week until the orphanage came and took me in. She never showed up."



His laugh was wry. "You see her in person, she's every bit as radiant and beautiful and... and amazin' as the legends tell. But she ain't no goddess, leastways not no goddess o' life. A while after that, I couldn't forgive her, and I hated that song." He shook his head slowly. "But eventually, I realized, none o' that mattered. The song was about ponies like me, no matter what they believed, and I was part o' somethin' real special."



He took a few long, deep breaths.



"Right 'round the time I got my cutie mark, there was this... Diamond dog kid, he got put into the orphanage. Dogs ain't too common 'round here these days, but back then, they was, a mite. He told us his pack, that means his family, just up and dumped him on account of he wasn't big and strong and his parents didn't want him." He sighed. "Dunno what happened to him. But he done taught me that I had an opportunity, a chance at a real life even though mine was a little shook up. So I made the best of it."



He grinned at her. "And that's what we gotta do now. Don't think of it like you lost a special somepony. I may be biased, but I think gettin' a brother's a mite more important, wouldn't you say?"



She swallowed and forced a smile out. "I guess maybe you're right. But what about the others? How'll we explain?"



"Just tell 'em the truth. No point in hidin', it'll come out like you said."



They were quiet for a bit, then Barre started crying again. Abashed, Draw drew her in for a hug, only to notice she was smiling.



"You're right," she whispered, hugging him tightly. He rocked her softly, until at length, she said, "What was he like? Our Pa?"



Draw sniffed. "I'll tell you all about him sometime soon."



"Draw?"



He looked down at her. She seemed very small and vulnerable in that instant, and he knew, deep down, that the attraction which had brought them together in the first place hadn't been anything lustful. It was deeper, more intuitive, more magical.



"Yeah?"



"I love you."



He smiled, and his tears flowed freely. "I love you too, Barre."



Somehow, it had never felt easier saying those words to a pony.








"Mister Highwall, I don't understand!"



Draw stared alternately at the brown earth stallion in front of him and the piece of paper in his hoof. Highwall shifted, his high-backed chair squeaking, and leaned against his desk.



"Draw Slate, you've worked for this company for twelve years now, and done a good job in all that time. Exemplary, I might say. But my great-grandfather founded Gunite's Mining Company on certain principals. Principals, as I have come to understand it, that you do not follow."



Draw's jaw dropped. "Mister Highwall, if this is about my sister, I can—"



"Yes, yes, I've heard it all already." Highwall waved a hoof, leaning back in his chair. "Fact is, I don't give a darn if you're planning to marry a cactus. You're a good employee and a good shaft supervisor. Unfortunately, in this world, good sometimes isn't enough, and ponies around town are talking."



"What're they sayin'?" Draw's face darkened.



"Don't be daft, you know darn well what they're saying, Draw. And it wouldn't make a lick of difference if ponies on town council weren't saying the same things." Highwall let out a long breath, puffing out his cheeks. "I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Draw. You can hate me if you want, I won't mind. But fact is, I've gotta let you go or risk undoing all my great-grandfather sacrificed to start this business."



"But I've worked so hard here! I even got my cutie mark—"



"It's a bucket of rocks, Draw. Plenty of other companies need ponies good at hauling rocks. Just not Gunite. Likely nowhere else in Tall Tale." Highwall removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Sorry to say, neither you nor Miss Serenade has a future here anymore."



After a lengthy, tense silence, Draw said, "Who'll you get to replace me?"



"Roof Truss."



Draw grunted.



Highwall sighed. "Draw, if you need anything, let me know and I'll see if I can't help. Just, keep it on the down low, if you know what I mean."



Draw looked at the paper again. The figure at the bottom was a month's salary, with a little extra thrown in. His eyes hardened and he gripped it tighter.



"No thank you, Mister Highwall," he said tersely, standing. "I think you've done enough."



Highwall only sighed as Draw Slate left his office.



Outside, Draw ran into Roof Truss, Lignite and a few others from his shaft. Their eyes were moist and full of questions.



"Tell us it ain't true," said Lignite quietly. "They ain't just lettin' ya go, is they?"



"'S tru— true," Draw said.



"Goldurn," Truss said, stomping a hoof. "Let us in there! We'll sort this out with Mister Highwall for sure."



Draw stood before them, head hanging low, staring at the ground. At times like this in his life, when he'd been brought low, he would try to think of the song. He gritted his teeth and willed the melody into his heart. A tremor ran through his body. Slowly, he lifted his head and faced them all.



He took a deep breath. "Thank y'all for supportin' me, but this ends now. I'm leavin'."



He strode forth, head high, and the others followed behind him.



"Where will you go?" Truss asked. "What'll you do?"



He nodded, more to himself than anything. "I've got a few ideas."



As they made their way to the edge of the mining area, Draw noticed Fire Damp watching from the shadows, a sickly grin on his face.



"Don't think I don't see you, Fire Damp," Draw said loudly. "You just stay there an' think 'bout what you done, now."



"You messed with tradition, Draw Slate!" Fire Damp shouted back. "You messed with it, and it done bit you in the bee-hind!"



"Just gimme the word, Draw," Truss growled. Draw only shook his head.



"I'll give ya a word, all right." Draw smirked. "Word from Mister Highwall is you're gonna replace me as supervisor. So make sure you don't go too hard on Fire Damp in the tunnels."



Truss frowned at him. He looked at her until her eyes widened and a smile crept across her face. She nodded slowly, and he nodded back.



"Will do, chief," she said, saluting him.



Draw paused before the gate and turned back to the small crowd of ponies he'd gathered.



"I ain't much good at farewells," he said. "So I just wanna say, good luck to y'all, and thanks again." After a pause, he added, "We're all sons and daughters of Equestria, after all."



The ponies as one straightened, and in a clear voice, began to sing the bridge from the song.



"We are sons and daughters of Equestria, and we raise our glasses high!" They each lifted a hoof. "We praise Celestia's name, for we are one and the same when she lifts our spirits to the sky!"



It was the best rendition of the song Draw had ever heard. When he left the mining yard, he had tears in his eyes.








"So, where do we go from here?"



Barre said it more to the train tracks than to Draw. The platform was lonely, with only his oversized duffel, her two bags and pair of guitar cases, and the ticket taker to keep them company. The early morning air was chilly, and Draw kept glancing at his sister out of the corner of his eye.



He thought maybe she was still sore at him from before. He didn't get her. Shouldn't she be happy that he wasn't taking this hard? That they'd found each other, when they hadn't even known to look? That he had enough saved up from living on his own for so long that they would be able to get along in Vanhoover without relying on their mother?



Mother. That was not a word he'd thought he'd ever get to say. He had to admit, he was mostly looking forward to seeing her. From all that Barre had told him, she sounded like a smart cookie; he just hoped she wouldn't be disappointed in her only son being a displaced miner. It wasn't like he minded being one, just that he knew how some ponies got.



"Draw?"



"Oh, sorry, I was thinkin'." He scratched the back of his neck. "What'd you say?"



She rolled her eyes. "I said, where do we go from here? Ain't neither of us got a job, Mama ain't gonna be able to support the two of us, and I..." She choked off whatever she had planned to say.



"You're still not sure the Applewood of the North has a place for you," he muttered, drawing a dark glare from her. He put on a smile and placed his hoof on her shoulder.



"Sorry if I been too optimistic lately."



She snorted. "About time you admit it."



He grinned. "It's weird, like I'm just sailin' through fog or somethin' and nothin' matters to me." Hastily, he added, "Well, not nothin' nothin'. I got you."



She smiled at last.



"All I know is," he said, "wherever we're goin', we're goin' there together. All right?"



He held his hoof out to her, and she took it. "All right."
      

      
   
      Beauty and the Beast


      

      
      
         Kids. Kids. Your uncle’s had a tough day. I can’t take one more minute of screaming. It’s bad enough I have to hear it at work.



A game? That’s a great idea. Lemme see what’s on. Grab me a beer from the—



Ow! Whaddya doing? Not the tail! Not the tail! Let go of my—



Dammit.



I have no idea how that got in there.



No, it’s not a tail extension. Why would I need a—



—gimme that!



—keep your voice down, you little—



—okay, okay. I’ll play a game.



I got a great game. The best. It’s called “Dragon”. I’m the dragon, see. And this—this box of toys, over here, is my treasure.



So the dragon lies down on this sofa here, like this, see? And it’s sleeping. And you gotta sneak past the dragon without waking it and steal all its treasure, one piece at a time.



I’m going to sleep now. So just sneak past, on your toes. Real quiet. Yeah, that’s—



OW!



Oh, kid. You are pushing your luck.



Did I ever tell you about your little brother? The one you don’t have no more?



No. No, I don’t think I should tell you a story. Or anything else. You’re dangerous enough already.



It’s not a tail extension.



I’m gonna tell you a story now, aren’t I?



Clever little bastards. Heh.



Okay, whaddya wanna hear? The bearskin? How the bear lost his tail?



What? I like stories with bears.



I don’t know that one. No, I dunno that one either.



Now you’re making stuff up. The stinky cheese man is not a story.



Beauty and the beast? Oh, boy, do I know that one.



Once upon a time, see, there was this stallion who fell in love with a beautiful mare. If you could’ve just seen her walk into a room. The way she swayed her hips should’ve been a crime.



I don’t mean some winking low-class burley-que come-hither. I mean she’d glide. Every part of her added something to it, moving in waves on waves, none of them ever stopping or slowing down. Just sliding, curving back, and coming around again. Made everyone else look like puppets jerking on strings. The air would part around her, it wouldn’t dare touch her.



Sure that’s the story. Don’t tell me I don’t know the story. Every stallion knows this story, sooner or later.



But you shoulda seen her smile, kids. Like she had stars inside her.



Do not ever tell anypony I said that.



No. No, you’re not getting another story. You can’t prove a thing.



You ever walk outside on a cold night under a full moon? Everypony scuttles by in a trance, hunched over cold, staring at their own breath, hoofclops bouncing off the brownstone. Maybe some horns honking. Maybe a drunk’s eyeing you from a doorway and you’re wondering if you should roll him before he rolls you. Maybe you step into something nasty leaking from a dumpster, again. Maybe some dam’s leaning out the window, hooves on her hips, shouting at some mumble-faced guy down on the street so the whole world can hear. And then you look up, and hanging in the gap between two apartment buildings is the moon, perfect and ghostly and shimmering. From another world, but it’s like you could reach out and touch it.



Imagine you could reach out and touch it. That it was right there on the street with you. But you weren’t supposed to. You could only look. Maybe lean in a little, catch a whiff of its perfume.



It’d drive you crazy, wouldn’t it?



Better the moon should stay in the sky, kids. And better that stallion had gone home and had a cold shower. But he was a fool. When she turned his way and smiled, he smiled right back and stepped right up to her, like he thought he could get inside her to where all those stars were. And then he looked into her eyes, and he felt the shape and heat of her body, through the air, like sonar, and he was lost, kids. Lost.



No. No, he is not a big stupid-face.



Did you at least get what I said about the moon?



Say it’s the night before Nightmare Night, and there’s not a candy in the house. Not even one of those lousy waxy candy corns. You know there’s bags and bags of it all around you, stashed away secret, but you can’t have any.



Oh, so the moon and the stars and all is dumb, but candy you understand.



Pearls before swine, I tell ya.



Now I don’t want you thinking the way a stallion feels about a mare is the same as a colt or a filly feels about a bag of candy. It’s more like...



Eh, close enough.



But he really wants that candy. It’s the only candy in the world for him all of a sudden. If he can just get that candy, nothing else will matter. Only it ain’t candy, it’s a metaphor.



What it means is, she ain’t really candy, okay?



No, I don’t got no candy.



So he took her out to parties and such. Fancy ones where old stallions with monocles told stories and old mares in dresses with too many frills laughed at them like they were funny. Wild ones where zebras played crazy music in basements while everypony danced. If she said she liked the sound of the water, he’d take her on a riverboat cruise. If she said the moon was beautiful, he’d get a magic lasso and haul it down outta the sky for her.



Turns out there’s a law against that. Who knew?



Now the amazing thing, kids, is that it turned out this mare, she loved candy too. I mean, of course she did. Everybody likes candy. But it seemed like a miracle. And she wanted his candy.



No. I told you, it’s a metaphor.



What it means is, she liked him. Oh, it’d be easy to sneer and say she liked the parties and the pearls. But I think she really, really liked him. They lit up the night together. And one day he finally did get inside her and see all those stars.



Also a metaphor. Ask your mother.



So the two of them, they got married and moved in together. They laughed a lot, and smiled at each other a lot, and did other things a lot. It was great. Soon enough, some foals came along, fuzzy and cute. Happy ending, right?



But suddenly the things she’d like about him before, she didn’t like no more. Before, she liked that he was big and strong and laughed too loud. She liked that he could pick her up and swing her around in the air when they danced. She liked that he said what he thought, and didn’t take guff from no one or care what anypony thought.



But now it was, “Keep your voice down! Don’t burp! Wipe off your hooves! Take your clothes off the floor!”



I ask you, kids: Can a pony be the kind of stallion who cuts his own path through life if he can’t fart in his own home? If he’s worried about whether his dirty socks are in the dark pile or the light pile?



No. No he can’t.



Yes, I said fart. That’s not the important point here, kids.



That mare, she couldn’t be happy. She’d stand there watching him, like she wanted to say something, and he’d say “So what is it?”, and she’d say, “Nothing.” So he’d go back to whatever he was doing, and then she’d suddenly burst out with, “We never go out anymore.”



Like he was supposed to keep up this whole rigamarole of buying her things and taking her places forever. What did she think he married her for, am I right?



And like they had time for parties or riverboats anymore. She was too busy with those foals, and he was too busy working late every night, trying to put hay on the table.



He’d come home after a hard day, just wanting to sit down, have a square meal, and rest his four feet. And she’d kinda hover over him, and if he wasn’t quick with something about how tender the carrots were or how crunchy the hay was, she’d say, “You don’t appreciate how hard I work for you!” Which was ironic, what with him being just home from busting his balls all day for her.



Ask your mother.



And then she’d want to talk. Like he hasn’t heard enough talk all day. And, honestly, what was she gonna say? It was all gonna be about how Pansy wouldn’t eat her grass, or Nightshade was getting bad grades in Equestrian history, stuff she should be able to handle on her own.



She’d say, “I’ve been with the kids all day, just waiting for you to come home to have somebody adult to talk to, and you come in and don’t speak a word and sit down with your nose glued to the front of that tube like some dumb animal.” Like she’s been waiting all day, but now she can’t wait just till the end of the quarter.



Then she’d put her hoofs on her hips and stand right in between him and the set and glare at him, usually right when there was a fumble or a breakaway pass, like how a cat has an instinct to sit on the paper just when you’re reading something good. And he’d have to lean way over just to see how the play ended.



So sometimes he’d stay a little later at the bar, watching the game, catching up with some of his pals, like guys do. Nothing wrong with that. I’m not saying he didn’t still love her, only a fellow needs a break sometime. Some time with the guys.



Then he’d head home with a smile on his face. Not four sheets to the wind or anything. Just a little warm glow from the bar. And she’d be waiting for him, and I don’t mean waiting the way that makes a stallion happy. She’d be standing there in some frumpy sweater, glaring out from under a mane that looked like a rat’s nest. I mean she’d started to let herself go, kids.



“We need to talk,” she’d say. “About our relationship.” “We don’t got a relationship,” he’d say. “We’re married.”  And then she’d start crying, and blowing her nose into her fancy monogrammed silk hoofkerchiefs he bought for her, what cost a damned sight more than’s decent for a little shred of fabric that all you do is fill with snot and stuff into your pocket anyway.



“You never tell me I’m beautiful anymore!” she’d sob. “Lay off the donuts for a few days and maybe I will,” he’d say. I mean, he was just trying to be helpful, kids.



Or, “You never buy me pearls anymore!”, she’d say. “What’s the matter with the pearls I bought you before?” he’d say. “Did they go bad? Did they invent some new pearl-stringing technology?”



Then she’d pull out the big guns: “You just don’t understand!”



And, kids, he didn’t. He didn’t have a clue why everything had gone wrong. She’d said she wanted to settle down, and he had settled down. He had a good job, good home-cooked food, a comfortable armchair, and somepony to snuggle at night without having to go out and tear up the town and show up a lot of other guys first.



It wasn’t enough for her, and he just didn’t get it. He didn’t get it until the day he came home after one or two or three rounds at the bar, and the house was empty and there was nothing on the table except a vase with a couple of flowers. He didn’t think much of it, just took off his shirt and sat down in front of the TV chewing on the flowers, spitting the stems out onto the floor, until he heard angry stomping and she came down the stairs wearing a red dress and a snarl, and he remembered they had dinner reservations and the kids were away at her mother’s because it was their anniversary.



She musta done herself up earlier, but her makeup was running down her face and smeared all around her eyes and in her mane, like she’d been crying and rubbing her eyes. The dress didn’t fit her no more, and she spilled out of it at both ends like a tube of toothpaste you’d squeezed in the middle.



She clomped over to him, leaned over right into his face and brayed. She called him crude and brutish and inconsiderate. She said she couldn’t take it anymore and she was gonna leave and take the kids with her. Her lips twitched and twisted all out-of-shape, like rubber bands, spraying flecks of foam over him each time she spoke. And then she leaned into him, grabbing onto his mane, her nose dripping into his chest, and she sobbed that she’d forgive everything if only he said he still loved her.



And that moment, kids, was when he realized what had happened: The beautiful mare he’d married had turned into a repulsive beast.



And that’s the story of beauty and the beast.



How does the story end? Hah.



It never ends, kids. It never ends.
      

      
   
      The Simple Life


      

      
      
         “How do you expect me to eat that?” Prince Blueblood dropped his salad fork with a clang against the gold rimmed china plate. The dish set before him comprised a delicate display of three miniature potatoes accompanied by a splay of sliced heirloom tomatoes. He glared at the serving filly while gingerly sliding the plate aside with an outstretched hoof. “This is an outrage!”



The junior cook’s assistant cowered away from his wrath. “I’m very sorry, Your Majesty. The kitchen is all out of baby carrots—we’re waiting for a shipment that should arrive—“



“I don’t care about excuses! I want my lunch, and I want it now!” Blueblood shoved the unsuitable offering over the edge of the fifty-seat banquet table set for one. His current victim of contrived royal outrage dove to catch the plate as it fell. The filly deserved an award for the acrobatic save; she deserved another for every minute spent tolerating the belligerent royal stallion.



Gathering herself and the rescued plate, the poor serving filly quivered under the steely gaze of the Prince. “I’ll speak to the head chef, Your Highness. Perhaps he can find a suitable alternative.”



“See that you do, and tell him that I shall never stoop so low as to dine on peasant food—the very idea… Potatoes—the nerve!” Blueblood slumped back in his chair and dismissed the filly with a wave of his impeccably manicured hoof. Backing away slowly, she gratefully escaped through the open door, tail tucked securely between her legs. 



Tossing back his head and flicking his horn, Blueblood summoned an oversized personal mirror to his side. He admired his reflection while preening his already glowing mane. After sufficient care had been taken to assure his flowing tresses were as stunning as always, he absently motioned to the guard stationed at the door. “You there, guard. Tell the Princess I will be late to high tea. Due to the incompetence of the royal kitchen, I won’t have sufficient time to relax prior to our afternoon engagement given the tardiness of my lunch.”



“Umm, why don’t you tell her yourself?” The guard snickered as he backed away, making room as the imposing form of Princess Celestia walked past him into the dining hall. Blueblood nearly dropped his mirror as he quickly adjusted his posture.



Celestia craned her neck around to the guard. “That will be all for now, Sir Lighthoof. Please extend my apologies to Miss Bluebell and the head cook. While you do so, please ask if she would be so kind as to join me for high tea in the castle gardens this afternoon.” Bowing her head, she met the salute from Sir Lighthoof who trotted off in search of the recently departed cook’s assistant.



Oblivious to the stern glare of the approaching Princess, Blueblood launched into deeply misguided rant. “I’m so glad you’re here, Princess. Something must be done about the deplorable menu selections coming out of the royal kitchen. To think they would ever consider serving a common potato—to me, a prince—I mean, what were they thinking? This is beyond unacceptable.”



“I agree. It is beyond unacceptable—” Celestia’s magic took hold of Blueblood’s chair and spun it around to face her. “—for a Prince of Equestria to behave in this manner. Sadly, I have allowed such behavior to continue far too long.”



The stunned Prince stared back in shock. “Wha? How? Whe—” He paused while the rusty wheels of thought creaked through a strained revolution. “M-Me? Surely you jest…” His face flushed as he tried to brush the accusation aside similar to his unwanted plate of perfectly acceptable food.



“I can’t help but feel I am at least partially to blame for your egregious behavior, Prince Blueblood. Though it pains me greatly to do so, I am left with no reasonable alternative.” Celestia shook her head as if trying to muster the courage to go through with her plan. “You leave me no choice but to strip you of your title—and your magic—until such time as you learn your proper place in this kingdom.”



Blueblood tried to respond, but the only sound that escaped his throat warbled akin to a foal’s pouting grunts requesting a long overdue sip from their mother’s teat. Celestia’s magic engulfed him immediately. With her eyes glowing white, the words she spoke echoed through the vacuous space between his ears. “What is lost must be found; let your search start within. Discover the keys to rule faithfully, and find your place again.”



The horn of the young Prince glowed brightly under the assault of Celestia’s spell. As quick as a candle being snuffed, that light went out. Blueblood gasped with the extinguishing blow to his inherent magical abilities. The swiftness of the Princess’s actions left him little time to ponder his fate or appeal her decision. All was done prior to the concept of fault even registering through his fog of delusion.



With a second wave of her horn, Celestia summoned a scroll sealed with golden wax bearing her personal suncrest mark. Reaching out, she lifted Blueblood’s drooping head while guiding the missive between his waving mane and drawn back ear. “Here are your instructions—just four simple steps. You’ll have ample time to read them over on the train. I've packed you a bag and sent word ahead. Now please, follow me and I will see to it that you start your journey off on the right hoof.”



Fighting back tears, the sullen stallion grappled with his fate. “Auntie Celestia, why are you doing this? Where are you sending me?”



“This is for your own good, nephew. I hope you learn your lesson quickly, but that will depend entirely on you.” Celestia laid a hoof on his shoulder urging him on. “Let’s hurry along now. You don’t want to be late. Once you get settled in, I know you’ll come to love—The Farm.”








Twilight peered down the tracks watching for signs of an approaching train. Applejack tapped her hoof nervously by her side. The letter from Princess Celestia hung in the air providing their only reason to be waiting on the evening train’s arrival in the gathering dusk of the Ponyville Train Station.



“I don’t get it, Twi. Why would the Princess send her nephew to Ponyville?” Applejack scanned down the message for what had to be the tenth time. “Why would she want him to work on the farm?”



“Celestia works in mysterious ways.” Twilight smiled and rolled up the letter. “Also, fun fact, since Luna never had foals, he’s technically a fourth cousin fifty-two times removed—on their mother’s side, of course. It’s just easier to say he’s their nephew since the royal family tree gets a little twisted about ten generations back.”



“I’ll keep that in mind when I get to the genealogy portion of the farm chores.” Applejack returned the smile and gave Twilight a playful shove. “Whatever this is, we’re about to find out. Look!” Off in the distance, the headlamp of the Canterlot Express blinked over the crest of the rolling hills. A toot of the whistle signaled the train’s imminent arrival.  



As soon as the engine came to a stop, ponies of all ages poured from the forward cars. Twilight and Applejack craned their necks above the drove to try and catch sight of the awaited traveler. As the chatter of the departing throng died down, Applejack singled out a lone stallion struggling with his bag trying unsuccessfully to command it down the steps of the caboose. Quickly, she hopped to his aid.



“Let me help you with that.” Applejack reached out a hoof to assist.



A growl rebuffed her offer. “She put me in coach—how dare she put me in coach!” Blueblood hopped over the pack and pony and landed on the platform. With a slight bend of his neck and an even slighter buckle in his knee, he addressed Twilight directly. “Princess Twilight, I hear you have a new castle and I can’t wait to see the royal guest rooms. I trust my accommodations shall attempt to make up for that atrocious method of conveyance.”



“Actually, Blueblood, the Princess wants you to stay at Sweet Apple Acres,” Applejack replied. “We should probably get a move on since it’s gettin’ dark.”



Blueblood struck an appalled stance. “How dare you address your Prince in that tone! Servant ponies should know their place.” He waved off Applejack while appealing back to Twilight. “Are you just going to stand there and let this happen, Princess?”



“Let what happen?” Twilight exchanged a confused glance with Applejack. Cocking her head askew, she rebuked the former Prince. “This is my friend—she’s not a servant pony. And even so…” He wasn't listening.



Blueblood sat back on his haunches as he sized up Applejack. “Shall I infer you purport to be some form of attaché for said royal retreat, what was the name of it again, sweet something-or-other?” His hoof curled into a halfhearted attempt at a greeting as he reluctantly reached out to shake hooves.



“Name’s Applejack. Welcome to Ponyville, home of Sweet Apple Acres.” Applejack grabbed hold and vigorously shook his outstretched hoof with both of her own forehooves. “You’re going to love it here.”



“I doubt it.” Blueblood pulled back his hoof and gave it a gentle rub. “But I do hope your establishment knows how to properly stock a kitchen. That dreadful train ride has left me drained, and I must insist that dinner far exceeds my shallow expectations for this one-princess-town.” He stood and sauntered off in the direction of the departed crowd. His welcoming committee sat speechless just watching him go.



Twilight bowed her head and whispered to Applejack. “I’ll get his bags. It looks like you’re going to have your hooves full for a while.”



Applejack stared awkwardly at the departing stallion. “I sure hope the Princess knows what she’s doing, ‘cause I sure don’t.”








“How much, further, is it?” Blueblood panted, the physical exertion of having to walk across town somehow taking its toll on the pampered prince.



Applejack raised a hoof and pointed down the path ahead. “It’s just over that rise. You can see the light from the Apple farmhouse gettin’ brighter. Granny Smith is sure to have a scrumptious meal all laid out for us.”



“It’s not that far.” Twilight trotted on by with Blueblood’s bag in magical tow.



Blueblood sneered, “Maybe for you, Princess, but with every hoofstep I suffer this indignity. Having my magic torn from my horn while watching you flaunt yours is almost more than I can bear.”



Twilight pulled up. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll let you carry your own bag.”



Blueblood swiftly altered course. “No, no. As you said, we’re almost there. I think I can manage a few more steps.” He picked up his gait and quickly caught up to Applejack heading over the final hill leading down to the Apple’s farm. Twilight sighed and followed.



In full view of the farmhouse resting under the soft glow of a full moon, Blueblood soldiered on. The battle raged in his head as he fought coming to terms with his sentence. Celestia had certainly crossed the line. He was a Prince of Equestria, after all. What could he possibly have done to warrant such harsh treatment? Stripping him of his title was bad enough, but going so far as to remove his magic—that was the ultimate punishment a Unicorn could suffer. Banishment would be better, although by the looks of things, he wasn’t far off from that either.



The trio rode up to the house and Twilight set Blueblood’s bag on the front steps. She reached over and gave Applejack a departing hug. “I appreciate your willingness to help. I’m sure the Princess is grateful as well. Let me know if there’s anything I can do and remember to stick to the rules. No special treatment.”



“I got it, Twi. He’s not a prince—at least not right now. He’ll be just another set of hooves to help around the farm.” Applejack leaned in closer. “The Princess didn't happen to mention how long he’d be here, did she?”



“Not exactly.” Twilight pulled out the original note. “Take this and help him follow the instructions she sent with him. I’ll be back to check up when I can.”



“I hope there’s some instructions in there for me too.” Applejack looked back at the house and her family standing in the doorway. Blueblood peered up at the Apples like an orphan sizing up a new foster home. Applejack sighed and turned back to Twilight. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”



“Good luck!” Twilight spun around and spread out her wings leaping into the air. Her purple streak faded into the moonlight as Applejack rejoined the others.



“Blueblood, I’d like to introduce my family. This here’s Apple Bloom, Big Macintosh, and Granny Smith.” With a nod to the assembled group at the door, Applejack pointed back at Blueblood. “Apples, this is Blueblood, our new workingpony.” 



Blueblood tossed his mane and turned up his nose. “Excuse me, but the honorific of Prince, Highness, Majesty or likewise shall always be used when addressing my royal self.” 



“Eeeenope,” Big Mac replied as he spat an ear of wheat from his mouth.



“Sorry, Princess’s orders. It’ll be plain old Blueblood till I hear different.” Applejack waved her family off. “Let’s get to eatin’ so we can all get to sleepin’. We've got a big day tomorrow.”



Without complaint, the Apples all bolted for the kitchen. Blueblood’s pride took a hit, but he followed along sluggishly under Applejack’s insistence. The smell of fresh food helped sway his decision. Waiting in the kitchen, he found a stark wooden table with a fifth odd chair pulled up along the end. Five steaming plates overloaded with heaping mounds of some sort of brown substance made him reconsider his choice to join the family for dinner.



“What is this?” Blueblood squinted as he sat down and poked a hoof at his food.



“It’s an old Apple family recipe. Baked apples, boiled apples, and sautéed apples with a big ol’ steaming deep-fried apple on top.” Granny Smith beamed from across the table. “Got some apple cobbler cooling in the window for dessert.”



Blueblood’s appetite sank as his stomach groaned. “You wouldn't happen to have any baby carrots, would you?” The slender smile attached to his pitiful plea belied his inner rage.



As a group, the four Apples stared back at him with wide eyes. With hardly a second thought, they all turned back to their plates and made quick work of devouring their dinner.



Watching the others and fighting the enticing smell of the baked, boiled, sautéed, and deep-fried delight in front of him, Blueblood stood firm. His stomach tried to overrule his stubbornness, but that was asking quite a bit. The biggest problem he faced was getting the food off his plate and into his mouth. Another battle of pride mired in defeat from the outset since he refused to lower his head to the level of his plate. Celestia’s punishment smacked him right in the horn where it hurt the most as he stared at his fork and pitied his loss of magic in using it.



One by one, the Apples cleared their plates. One by one, they helped themselves to a slice of pie, which they also devoured. One by one, they rose from the table and washed off their dish. One by one, they said their good-nights and retired to bed. The lights went out, and soon only Blueblood remained at the table. Alone in the moonlight, he continued to stare at his plate and the enemy fork beside. Never in his life had he felt so lost and forsaken. 



As he sat and sulked in the knowledge of all that had been taken from him, Applejack quietly approached.  A lantern hung from her neck and shone a light across the otherwise dark kitchen. She had left her hat on its bedroom wall hook and her mane and tail hung loose without the simple red ties normally gathering the corn-yellow strands together. A flannel nightgown draped over her flank came trimmed with a simple lace edge which softened her ordinarily rough exterior.



Blueblood hung his head. “Have you come to gloat?”



“I came to see if there was anything you needed before I hit the hay.” Applejack swung herself into a chair and set the lantern on the table.



“Just leave me alone. You have no idea what I’m going through.” Blueblood continued to stare at his plate of assorted cold apples.



“I reckon you could use someone to talk to.” Applejack cocked her head to one side trying to catch his undivided attention. “There anything you feel like gettin’ off your back? I promise I’ll try my best to understand.”



“How could an Earth Pony ever understand what it’s like for a Unicorn to be without his magic?” Blueblood turned away, careful to avoid showing his face and the tears that were forming at the corners of his eyes.



“It’s probably a lot like being without your friends and family, I reckon.” Applejack hung her head and fidgeted with a loose thread on her nightgown. “A wise old pony once told me, ‘You never know what you have until it’s gone.’”



“I suppose I better get used to life without magic then.” Blueblood’s babbling turned to blubbering as the tears flowed freely down his cheeks. In a moment of total self-pity, he turned back to Applejack. “Perhaps you could make yourself useful and find me a suitable place where a boulder could be dropped on my head?”



Applejack scratched at her mane and returned an awkward stare. “Now why in tarnation would you want that?”



“I've lost my title, I've lost my magic, and I’m surrounded by Earth Ponies. I've got nothing left to live for!” Blueblood reached across the table and grabbed Applejack by the shoulders. “Help me end it all before I start talking like you too!”



Applejack swatted away Blueblood’s advance with a simple wave of her foreleg and followed up with a painfully obvious rebuttal. “Why don’t you just follow Celestia’s instructions and get your life back in order?”



He fell back in his seat with a dramatic flourish. “B-because! I don’t know how!” His lip quivered as he struggled to hold himself together. “I was born a Unicorn Prince in the royal court of Canterlot. I've never been without my magic, and I've always had a servant to take care of everything else.” He shook his head forward and knocked the scroll off letting it fall to the table. “Without my magic, I don’t even know how to pick up a fork, let alone a scroll. Even if I did, I never learned how to read—I always had somepony else do it for me!”  



“Well, that sure explains a lot. I’m pretty sure that’s why you’re here—to learn what you never had a chance to learn as a prince.” Applejack reached out and opened the scroll. With only four lines to read, she quickly scanned the list and gazed up into Blueblood’s red and swollen eyes. “Celestia’s list don’t sound too complicated, and I’m willin’ to help you with it if that’s what you want.”



Blueblood’s tears left a glistening trail down both cheeks. He looked up and past the lantern to the glowing face of the mare offering him assistance. How could she possibly help me? Why would I let her? Competing thoughts raced through his mind as the ongoing battle of pride versus humility fought for ultimate dominance. His self-worth gauge was at an all-time low and there seemed nowhere left to go, but up. 



“Applejack,” he whispered, “I need your help.”  Pride took a tumble as he altered course.



Applejack set the scroll down as the first line began to glow turning from black to gold ink. Looking over at the inquisitive Blueblood, she read what it said. “Ask for help.” She smiled and nodded. “See, that wasn't so hard—only three more to go. Now, how about we get you something to eat and start fresh in the morning?”



“That sounds delightful.” Blueblood wiped away his tears and broached a pitiful attempt at a smile. The prospect of food overshadowed his mission to reclaim his magic and title for a brief moment. “I’ll have a plate of peeled baby carrots with a sprig of asparagus—and a cup of honey infused tea.”



Applejack shook her head. “How ‘bout an apple?”



“Uhh, I-I don’t think that’s wise.” Blueblood’s lip shook as he stared down at the cold plate of apple delight. “Could I get a fresh one, perhaps?” Applejack nodded and stood up to fetch a raw apple from the bushel basket in the corner. Blueblood qualified his request, “Could you peel and core it as well? I hate it when those little bits get stuck in my teeth.” 



She paused a moment as she grabbed for a Red Delicious off the top of the pile. “How ‘bout I show you how to do it yourself?”



Blueblood chuckled uneasily. “I can’t even manage a fork, and you want me wielding a knife? Are you mad?” His stomach groaned in desperation.



Applejack relented, taking pity on her starving guest. “Alright, just this once. But you gotta promise, starting tomorrow, that your attitude is gonna change.”



“I-I promise.” Blueblood averted his eyes and hung his head. He wasn't sure what he promised, but he knew it came with a meal. That was all that mattered at the moment. 



Applejack peeled and cored the apple like a pro. Laying her creation on the table, she took a step back narrowly avoiding Blueblood as he dove in and devoured it whole. A few chomps and a giant swallow later, he pushed back from the table. Without a word of thanks, he motioned toward the door. “I shall retire now. Lead the way to the royal guest house.”



“The what?” Applejack grabbed the lantern and tossed the strap around her neck.



“The royal accommodations—I assume that’s what the red building in the courtyard is for. It looks a little small, but given the circumstances, it will have to do.” 



Applejack chuckled. “Suit yourself.” She led the way out of the kitchen, through the front room, and straight out the front door. With a kick and a flip of her hind leg, Blueblood’s bag landed on her back. Guest in tow, she trotted to the barn and swung back the door. Standing aside, she motioned him inside.



“Do you provide a turn-down service?” Blueblood queried as he peered into the dark interior.



“Not exactly, but we do provide a g’night service.” Applejack waited as Blueblood sauntered into the barn. Once through the door, she tossed his bag in after him. “There’s a nice pile of hay over in the corner. G’night!” With another buck, she slammed the door shut and trotted off toward the farm house. She was going to need every ounce of sleep she could get to put up with this royal pain in her flank.








For a pony who hadn't worked a single day in his life, Blueblood caught on pretty quick. Work was hard. Bound to a cart and struggling to keep pace, he called ahead, “Applejack, I need a break. This harness is starting to chafe. Can’t we rest for a moment?”



“Buck up and deal, Blue. We've got a lot of work to do today and you ain't seen the half of it yet.” Applejack scooped up the handle of another basket of apples in her mouth and trotted over to her next delivery. Blueblood wiped the sweat from his eyes and fussed with his mane to try and extract more of the hay that had embedded itself over the course of a restless night. 



With only a half dozen or so stops left, it was taking longer than Applejack anticipated. The extra help she was getting slowed her down considerably. The cart load diminished as they went, but some goods also came back in trade. Blueblood’s incessant whining made the work drag on even more.



On her return, he posed yet another question making an even dozen on the morning. “Tell me again how this works—you trade for things you need?”



“That’s right. We give our neighbors the apples that we grow on the farm, and they give us whatever they make in trade.” Applejack tossed a bottle of milk on the cart and started off down the path again. “Sometimes they just pay with bits, but it’s nice when we both get something we need.”



Blueblood strained to get the cart moving again so he could follow. “But not everypony pays you in bits or makes an exchange of goods, so why do you still give them your apples?” The intricacies of the system confused him to no end. As a prince, everything he wanted had always been laid at his hooves. Money and trade were foreign concepts meant for those born to the common class. The money part he partially understood due to the number of affluent ponies in Canterlot, but the idea of Applejack giving away her goods freely baffled his mind.



“Not every pony can afford to buy our apples, but that don’t mean they don’t need ‘em.” Applejack gestured back down the path. “That young mare a couple blocks back can barely afford to keep a roof over her head—and she’s got a hungry foal to feed as well. I've got plenty of apples, and it won’t hurt me none to give her some extras.”



“But you make her work off her debt, don’t you?” Blueblood brushed back his mane ejecting a spray of hay chaff.



“She’s already got a job, and what little time she isn't working, she spends with her young’un.” Applejack steered the cart and driver around. “Let’s go back and I’ll show you what I mean.” Blueblood followed her direction and slowly made the turn. Retracing his steps down the path, the weight of the cart seemed to double.



They pulled up in front of a small house on the edge of town and Applejack released Blueblood from the harness. She reached into the cart and pulled out a bucket of carrots tossing in the recently acquired bottle of milk. Passing over to Blueblood, she shoved the bucket handle in his mouth. “Go over there and knock on the door. When she answers, give her this food,” Applejack ordered.



Blueblood slapped a hoof to his forehead in salute and shuffled off toward the house. With the bucket hanging from his mouth, he could hardly object. It did feel nice to be free of the cart harness, however.



Coming up to the drab wooden door, he reached out and knocked. From within, he could hear the voice of a young filly. “Mommy, somepony’s at the door. Can I get it?” He didn't catch a reply, but the handle turned and the door swung in. Standing in the doorway, a light-lavender filly with a golden mane and big orange eyes stared up at him. The tip of a horn barely emerged from the crown of her head through a mess of tangled hair.



Blueblood stared down at the little one. Bucket handle still in his mouth, he tried to speak. “Ith yer mother hoe?” The filly just sat there with a wide grin and blinked once in response. 



Coming to the rescue, a young Pegasus mare rounded the corner and stepped in front of the filly. She pulled the little pony back, scolding her actions. “What have I told you about opening the door to strangers, Dinky?”



The little one hung her head. “That I should wait for you cause I’m not a grown-up.”



Blueblood wasted no time with pleasantries and dropped the bucket on the ground. “These are for you, I guess.”



The young mare glanced down at the offering and shook her head. “But… I can’t pay for those.” She reached out a hoof and tried to push the food away.



Blueblood placed a hoof on the bucket and motioned over his shoulder. “She says I’m supposed to give them away. I guess she doesn't want them.”



The Pegasus raised her head and peered out into the street. “Oh, hello again, Applejack. Didn't you just give us some apples?”



“We had some extra stuff,” Applejack replied. “Thought you’d like some milk and carrots.”



“I-I don’t know what to say. Thank you!” Biting her lip, she moved aside as Dinky scampered through her legs and hoisted the bucket handle over her little horn before gleefully retreating into the house. The grey mare gestured after her with her foreleg, addressing her guests. “Please come in and have some lunch then. I’m sure I can whip up a carrot-apple salad in no time.”



“Sorry, Derpy. We’re way behind as it is. You two enjoy and be sure and let me know if you need anything else.” Applejack quickly slipped into the cart harness. “C’mon Blueblood, we need to finish our route so we can get back to the farm.”



“Thank you so much, Applejack. We really appreciate it.” Derpy waved and pulled back inside before shutting the door in Blueblood’s face.



Blueblood’s jaw dropped an inch. He turned back to Applejack, and then back at the door, and then back at the departing Applejack. “But… the carrots?” His appeal fell on deaf ears as Applejack broke into a trot leaving him stunned, shaken, and pretty far behind once he realized he better catch up.



To save some time, Applejack made Blueblood deliver the rest of the load. With the promise of lunch to follow, he made short work of the task and hardly complained. The image of the mare and her filly remained at the fore of his thoughts, however. For the remainder of the route, Applejack gave instruction to simply give away the apples and not receive anything in return. With each successive delivery, the image of the first stood out even more.



Blueblood struggled to understand the warm feeling spreading inside him. He tried to pass it off as hunger, but it didn't quite fit. This was something new; something he didn't know existed. These ponies received something for nothing, and they weren't even royalty. Words he rarely heard nipped at his ears with each encounter. “Thank you,” they said. “You’re welcome,” came his hesitant response. 



Applejack smiled and tipped her hat to her grateful patrons. A priceless lesson learned was worth all the apples she had to give. She pulled out Blueblood’s instructions from under her hat and watched as the second line changed to gold. Care about somepony other than yourself. Glancing down at the next two lines, she figured it would take more than apples to help him overcome the rest of Celestia’s simple checklist.








With the sun having set, the evening meal paid ample reward for an honest day’s work. For Blueblood, the first-hoof experience of bringing food to the table felt akin to torture. Starting the day in the orchard collecting fruit for delivery, followed by a slogging trek into town, his body firmly objected to the concept of forced labor. Having spent the whole afternoon dragging a plow blade through the fields, his royally weak muscles streaked past objecting and fell straight to surrender. He moaned and groaned as Applejack tried to ease his pain.

 

“I changed my mind. This is worse than death. Kill me now!” Blueblood hung his head over the edge of the couch. He lay flat on his back and rocked from side to side. His legs stuck out at odd angles while off the other end, his tail hung limp.



“Just close your eyes and relax.” Applejack stuffed another pillow under his neck and continued to knead through his mane. 



“I can’t feel my hooves! My legs are numb from the knees down.” Blueblood’s wailing hit a high note as Applejack dug through a rough spot above his shoulders.



“I promise you’ll pull through. You’re just sore from tugging the plow is all.” Applejack could see the raw skin beneath remnants of hair where the plow harness rubbed against the nape of his neck. 



“That infernal contraption has maimed me for life,” Blueblood sniffled between ragged gasps as Applejack worked her massage magic down into his foreleg.



“Don’t be silly. Hard work’s good for you—ain’t that right, big brother?” Applejack peeked up at Big Mac and the others watching from the kitchen.



Big Mac slurped up the last of his apple-noodle soup. Swallowing hard, he eyed the Prince. “Eeeyup.”



“A good night’s sleep and you’ll be right as rain,” Granny Smith called out.



Blueblood looked up in terror. “Please don’t make me sleep in the guest house! I’ll sleep anywhere but there.”



“Actually, I was going to let you sleep in my room.” Applejack bit her lip considering the less than perfect accommodations she left him with the night before. “I can bunk with Apple Bloom and you can have my bed. How does that sound?”



Blueblood strained to lift himself from the couch. What little energy he had left wasn't enough to do much more than roll him on his side. With a weary sigh, he laid his head back down on the pillow. “I’ll just stay here—I don’t think I can make it up the stairs.”



Having cleared their plates, the Apples filed past giving little heed to the invalid occupying their front room. The troop marched on up the stairs with barely a whisper of “good night” meant strictly for Applejack herself. They had all had their fill of the prissy prince.



Applejack pulled the blanket from the back of the couch down over Blueblood. Getting up, she walked around the room extinguishing the candles and welcoming in the moonlight. Hoisting the final light of her lantern around her neck, she paused as she walked by her charge and gave him a parting pat on the head. “You done good today, Blue.” With no immediate reply, she made her way to the stairs.



A strained voice called out as she laid her hoof on the first step. “Applejack, could I ask you something?”



Applejack turned back. “Sure, Blue. What’s on your mind?”



“Why do you think Celestia hates me?” Blueblood’s comment hung in the air, heavy in the silence that followed.



Applejack crossed back over to the couch and sat down on a nearby seat. “Blueblood, you got it all wrong. Celestia don’t hate you; she’s trying to help you.”



“Then why did she take my magic and send me away? Why make me work on a farm? I fail to see how that possibly translates to assisting me in any way.”



“Honestly, I don’t know why she did all that, but I trust she’s got her reasons.” Applejack lifted the lantern from her neck and set it on the table. “Maybe she figured you needed to learn some stuff here on the farm—stuff she couldn't teach you living in a castle in Canterlot.” 



Blueblood turned to face the lantern. “Being a prince is all I've ever known. I never stopped to consider where the food I ate came from, until today.” He held a sore hoof in front of his face. “I had no idea growing it was so hard. I’ll never look at carrots the same way again—or apples for that matter.”



“I was raised on the farm. Hard work’s a part of my blood. I got no idea what it feels like to live in a fancy castle with a bunch of ponies doing all the work for me.” Applejack smiled in the flickering light of the lantern. “Actually sounds kind of nice.”



“It is.” Blueblood pushed himself up a bit, wincing through the pain. His soft blue eyes caught the gleam from the lantern, and he bowed his head. “Thank you, Applejack. I guess I've got a lot to learn and you’re an amazing pony to help me through all this. It seems I've been a terrible prince and I've got a lot of making up to do.” He slumped back down and heaved a heavy sigh. “I just wish it wasn't so hard.” Catching a shimmer out of the corner of his eye, he cast a sideways glance at his benefactress. “Applejack, why is your hat glowing?”



Applejack reached up and took the hat from her head. Inside, the instruction scroll glowed brighter than the light from the dying lantern. She pulled it out and showed Blueblood the transformation of the third item on Celestia’s list. “Three down and one to go. Looks like you’re not such a bad student after all.”



“I figure I've got a pretty special teacher—by the way, what does it say?” Blueblood’s pained grimace curled into a slight smile.



 “Sorry, forgot you can’t read.” Applejack held the scroll near his face and pointed out the words as she spoke. “Be honest with yourself.” She scratched her head and blushed in the fading light of the glowing ink turned gold. “Guess I am sort of an expert on that topic. Still, that all came from you, Blue.”



“Maybe there’s still hope for me yet.” Blueblood turned his head and stared at the ceiling. “Then again, Celestia probably saved the hardest one for last.” With a yawn, he settled back into the pillow. “Would you mind telling me what it says?”



Applejack looked down at the scroll and then back over at Blueblood. “This last one’s only as hard as you want to make it. Could be easy; could be tough. It says, Treat others like you want to be treated.” She reached over and pulled the blanket back over his forelegs. “Tomorrow’s another day and we can work on it together. Sleep tight, Blue.”



“Thanks, AJ. You too.” Blueblood closed his eyes as Applejack gathered her things. Before she reached the upper landing, he was fast asleep.








Twilight soared over the east orchard. A mid-morning breeze rustled the leaves of the trees below as she caught sight of her friend. Banking into a spiral descent, she floated in for a landing. Applejack’s back hooves connected with a sturdy tree trunk and the resulting rain of apples filled the strategically placed bushel baskets below.



“Good morning, Applejack,” Twilight began with a smile. “I thought I’d stop by and see how you and Blueblood were doing. I hadn't heard anything in over a day and I wasn't sure if that was a good or a bad thing.”



“He’s not here,” Applejack said with a grunt as she bucked into a second trunk. “I put him on the train to Canterlot first thing this morning.”



Twilight drew back warily. “Is something wrong? Did you have a fight?”



“Nope.” Applejack chuckled and shook her head. “He’s all reformed, so he went home.”



“He what?!” Twilight squealed in shock. “How did that happen?”



Applejack reached under her hat and pulled out the scroll of instructions which she tossed over to Twilight. “See for yourself.”



Twilight read through the list in the blink of an eye. Pausing at the end, she questioned, “Why is the last line written in black ink and the rest in gold?”



“Because he’s not done takin’ care of that one yet.” Applejack just smiled as Twilight’s brain kicked into rational overdrive.



“So, you lied to me?”



“Never!” Applejack sneered at the notion. “Blueblood’s as flipped around as winter turned summer. He just wanted to get back home and tie off some loose ends. I got a feelin’ that last line’s about to light up like the rest any moment now.”



“I've known Blueblood for years and he’s always been a huge—royal—pain in the flank.” Twilight rubbed at her temple trying to ease the pain of an equation that wasn't adding up. “How did you do it?”



Applejack burst out in full on laughter. “I have no idea. I reckon he changed all by himself. All he wanted this morning was a bucket of carrots and scrawny potatoes and some help getting’ on the train.”



“That doesn't make any sense.” Twilight struggled with the idea of a reformed royal pain—especially when the turnaround seemed to happen so quickly. “Are you sure he’s not faking it?”



“Sure as I’ll ever be. Even wrote a note to the Princess saying as such.” Applejack waved Twilight toward the farmhouse and started walking in that direction. “Don’t believe me, you can ask the family.”



Twilight followed along still mired in thought. “You've got to tell me everything that happened. I’m going to need to write a paper on this.” 



Applejack just smiled and kept on walking.








It took a little coaxing, but Blueblood eventually won over Celestia. Applejack’s letter certainly helped seal the deal. Fresh off the morning train, he had raced to the throne room and begged for a chance to make things right. Hesitantly, she granted his request—if for nothing more than sheer curiosity to see how things would play out.



The time arrived and the anxious Prince stood to the side of the dining hall table. Having made a valiant effort at setting three seats for lunch, he awaited his guests. Celestia watched from the shadows on a balcony overlooking the hall.



From the far doors, a stallion in a royal guard tunic and a mare in a stunning blue-silk gown approached. Sweat began to bead on Blueblood’s forehead. Sir Lighthoof and Bluebell, the junior cook’s assistant, looked nervous as well. Steadily, they inched their way forward.



“Thank you for coming,” Blueblood beamed with the best smile he could muster. “Please, have a seat.” He moved to hold the chair for Bluebell as she slid into place at the head of the table. Her eyes remained fixed on the royal guard hoping that he would come to her rescue at the first sign of trouble. Sir Lighthoof kept watch of Blueblood as he and the Prince each took to their respective seats.



An awkward silence fell over the trio as the new arrivals sat perplexed, eager and waiting to hear the reason for their summons. The odd pairing of potatoes and carrots resting on their plates added to the general confusion.



Blueblood took a deep breath. “First, I want to say I’m sorry.” The hard part done, he felt some relief as he continued. “I've been asleep, but my eyes are open now. I’m sorry I didn't wake sooner. Can you both find it in your hearts to forgive me—especially you, Miss Bluebell?”



If ever there was a time where the word dumbfounded fit, this was it. Lighthoof and Bluebell couldn't believe what they had just heard. An apology from the Prince was like Twilight failing a test—it never happened. Amid their confusion, a slight nod of the head signaled their joint witness of the miracle.



Blueblood glanced down at the plates and pointed to the food. “Next, I made you lunch. I hope you like it—I dug it out and cooked it all myself.”



Bluebell couldn't contain herself any longer. “Like, from the ground?!” she screeched.



“Straight from the fields of Sweet Apple Acres, fresh this morning,” Blueblood beamed.



“But you never get your hooves dirty…” Bluebell was beside herself in the midst of a minor panic attack. “This is too much; I can’t take anymore. Who are you, and what have you done with Prince Blueblood?”



Blueblood drew back, cowering a bit from the assault. “I hope you like your dress. I paid extra to make sure it matched your coat.”



“You paid? Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Bluebell lost it. Sir Lighthoof jumped to her side and tried to comfort her.



“Is that a yes?” Blueblood peered over the top of his hooves which had shot up in self-defense on instinct.



“Just… Give me a minute,” Bluebell huffed as she tried to calm her breathing. 



Sir Lighthoof gently stroked her mane. “It is a lovely color. Very fine work indeed.”



Following the shock and subsequent processing of the situation, they all took their seats again. Bluebell wanted to know more. “How in the hay is this possible? What made you change?”



Blueblood thought for a moment. He wanted to make sure he could verbalize what he felt in his heart. Looking Bluebell straight in the eyes, he answered, “It all boils down to this—I was a carrot that thought he was too good for the potato. I see now that I was wrong.”



Bluebell stared back in wonder. “I never thought I’d see the day.” Shaking her head, she picked up her fork and stabbed a potato from her plate. Holding out the bite, she waited for the Prince. Blueblood leaned forward and partook of her offering. The not-so-well-cooked potato crunched in his teeth, but he swallowed it anyway. Bluebell smiled. “How about you let me do the cooking next time?”



“How about you teach me how to cook?” Blueblood smiled back.



“How about I leave you two alone?” Sir Lighthoof stood up from the table and turned to walk away.



“Aren't you going to stay for lunch?” Blueblood inquired.



“Sorry, but I already ate—Your Majesty.” Sir Lighthoof bowed to the Prince and made to take his leave.



Blueblood shook his head. “No need to call me that—my friends call me Blue.”



Sir Lighthoof glanced back at the pair. “Works for me—Blue.” He smiled and trotted off toward the door leaving the couple to themselves. 



Blueblood called out to the departing guard, “Spread the word. I want the whole castle to join us for lunch from now on. Everypony deserves to be treated like royalty!”



Sir Lighthoof just shook his head as he left the dining hall. The stallions back in the barracks were never going to believe him until they saw it with their own eyes.







Up on the balcony, Luna strode up next to Celestia and yawned. “Art thou going to restore our nephew’s magic and title now?”



“It can probably wait for later.” Celestia peered down at the happy couple now daring each other to eat another bite of the ill-prepared meal. “I wouldn't want to interrupt them right now.”



“Then tell me this, why must you make a point of turning the black ink, gold? Why not silver?”



“That’s just silly, sister. Who’s ever heard of the Royal Silver Rules?” Celestia grinned and patted Luna on the head. “And, just so we’re clear, he’s our fourth cousin, fifty-two times removed.”



“I know. Princess Twilight keeps reminding me. Couldn't we change that by royal decree?”



“I don’t think the Royal Family Tree would survive another decree like that, dear sister.” Celestia reached down and rubbed her growling stomach. “I’m hungry. What do you say we go get something to eat?”



“As long as it’s not carrots—the royal cook was serving them for every meal, so I had to banish the little orange beasts from the kitchen last week.”



“Agreed,” Celestia replied. “We may need to do the same thing with the potatoes now too.”







Back on a farm in Ponyville, the words Treat others like you want to be treated burst into flame and consumed the royal instructions.
      

      
   
      All the Mortal Remains


      

      
      
         “Not much, is it?” Spike said. He wiped his claws on his scaled belly, apparently attempting to clean them, but all he managed to do was smear the ash around a bit more. “Guess it could’ve been worse.”



I swallowed the lump in my throat. It could have been much worse – ponies could have died. The whole world could have fallen to Tirek, and the future would have held nothing but ghosts and entropy, a wasteland named in Tirek’s honor, and an unbroken silence extending on forever. It could have been the end of everything that I or any pony had ever loved.



Seen in that light, the loss of one oak tree wasn’t so bad. Even if that tree was a library filled with thousands of books, or if that tree held almost all my worldly possessions. Even if that tree was my home.



“It’s just things, Spike,” I said. “Things can be replaced. Ponies can’t. Or dragons.” I leaned over to place a quick smooch on his forehead before he could draw away – he hated that mushy stuff, especially in public.



“Who?” Owlowiscious hooted from his perch on a nearby gutter. 



“Or owls,” I amended. 



Three days had passed since defeating Tirek, and I hadn’t slept a single hour in any of them. It was starting to wear me down, and I knew if I looked in a mirror, the image peering back at me would be a real fright. Bloodshot and baggy eyes, feathers sticking every which way out of my wings, and a mane all askew. In other circumstances, my friends would have dragged me to my bed, or to the spa in Rarity’s case. 



But these were unique circumstances. Three days had passed, and my tree – my library and my home – was still smouldering in the town square. A bluish haze hung over it whenever the breeze died down, and I couldn’t get the stink of ashes out of my nose. My coat was no longer lavender; it had long since turned an ugly, mottled gray from digging through the ruin.



But, hey, I had a new castle. Can’t complain when you have a new castle!



“You okay?” Spike asked.



“I’m fine.” I swiped a fetlock across my cheek. “Sorry, this stuff, you know, stings my eyes.”



“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “So, you wanna keep digging or head to the castle?”



I gave the wood crates lined up behind us a glance. Virtually the entire town had turned out to help us pick through the wreckage of the tree the first morning after the battle, but all those hours had yielded barely more than a cartful of salvage. The second day yielded even less – a hoofful of books with charred covers but otherwise fine pages. I’m not ashamed to admit that I cried a few times, and that must’ve been the town’s cue to let me grieve in peace. Now, three days later, it was down to just Spike and me. 



So much was still missing. The photograph on my bedside table of my parents and brother the day before he left for guard training. The glass hairpin Celestia gave me on my sixteenth birthday. The small cardboard box where I kept the fragments of Spike’s eggshell. All my papers, my letters to Celestia, and of course the books. The library’s public collection had held ten-thousand, four-hundred and fifty-four books, of which fewer than two dozen survived the fire.



I wasn’t going to find any of those things, I realized. They were gone, and I was just fooling myself by staying out here, poking through the debris. I was, apparently, the last pony in town to realize this.



Things can be replaced. I squeezed my eyes shut. I had cried enough – it was time to move on.



“I think we’re done,” I said. I lifted the crates with my magic and floated them into position behind us. “Come on, let’s go home.”








One long bath, two plates of honey-roasted oats with sorrel garnish, and fourteen hours of unbroken, dreamless sleep later, the world felt like a better place. The sun was up – I could see it streaming through the gap in the curtains drawn across my bedroom window – but I had no idea what time it was. Not that I particularly cared, either. The bed was just too comfy.



Sadly, the universe didn’t let me sleep in. A loud crash echoed through the castle, followed by what sounded like an argument. The stone walls seemed to carry sound much better than my old wood home, and I could pick out Rainbow Dash and Spike’s voices.



That probably deserved investigating. I mumbled under my breath and dragged my still-sleepy body out from under the warm, soft, inviting blankets, promising them that I’d be back soon.



Sure enough, Spike and Dash were in the main hall, bickering about something or other. Spike had a crowbar in his claws, and the top of one of the wooden crates lay on the stone floor beside him in several pieces. Bent nails jutted up from the frame.



“I’m just saying, make sure I’m ready before you do that,” Dash said. She was perched on the edge of the crate, the front half of her body and head lowered within, so that all I could see of her was a pale blue rump and multihued tail. The crate rattled as she rummaged through its contents. “I didn’t beat Tirek just to get squished cleaning up afterward.”



“You said you were ready! You said, ‘Okay Spike, I’m ready, go ahead and open it.’ Those were your words!” Spike seemed flustered – Rainbow Dash was not always the easiest mare to work with.



“Yeah, well, next time make sure I’m really ready.” Rainbow Dash rummaged around some more. “No clothes? Seriously? What’s Twilight supposed to wear?”



That was as good a time as any to make my presence known. “Rarity’s making me a new wardrobe, actually. There was too much smoke damage to my things.”



Spike spun around, and Rainbow Dash’s head popped up from the crate. Both looked surprised to see me, but Spike recovered first.



“Hey, Twilight. Sleep well?”



“Very.” I gave him a nuzzle, ignoring his whine of protest. “I feel like a pony again. Now, what are you two up to?”



“Spike told us you were done looking for stuff from the tree,” Dash said. “I figured I’d help you unpack.”



That made me smile.  “That was very nice of you, Dash, but if you really want to help, we could use a little bit of rain in Ponyville. That should put out the last of the embers.” It would also knock the acrid, ashen haze out of the air. Even in the castle I could still smell a hint of the library’s ashes drifting in the windows.



“I can do that!” She had barely finished speaking and she was already gone. The wind thrown off by her wings tossed my mane askew again. 



Spike raised an eyebrow.



“What?” I said. “It’s true.”



He tapped his foot.



“Okay, fine. It’s just… This is our stuff, Spike. I know she means well, but this is going to be hard enough without explaining every broken thing we found and why it’s important.” I reached into the crate with my magic and grabbed the first thing I felt: a marble bookend in the shape of a deer. It was blackened and chipped, but it would still hold books upright on a shelf. My mother had given it to me when I started keeping books in my room.



Spike must have seen that in my face. His expression softened. “Yeah, I guess. It is pretty personal. So, uh, how do you want to do this?”



I let out a shaky breath. As usual, my neurotic need for organization came galloping to the rescue. “Let’s sort it into three piles. One for stuff that’s fine or just needs cleaning, one for stuff that needs repaired, and then one for the things that are broken beyond repair. We can subdivide them after that.”








The job wasn’t as melancholy as I feared. Not painless, no, but after so much was already lost, those few fragments were like a single leaf in the autumn forest.



By midday even that slight sting had begun to fade, and I realized after some time that I was actually smiling. And why shouldn’t I? Everypony had survived, I’d discovered the purpose behind my ascension, and hey – once again – new castle. My eyes watered, but I didn’t care. I was too busy being happy.



Spike apparently noticed. “You okay, Twilight?”



“You know, I am. I really think I am.” I looked over to see how he was coming along. “You?”



“I’m good. I don’t recognize some of these things, though.” He held up a spectacles case carved from a dark wood and polished to a shine. “Are these yours?”



“Hm? I don’t think so.” I floated the case over and popped it open. Inside was a set of old-fashioned reading glasses, not unlike my grandfather had worn. “It might’ve been in the basement.”



Before I’d turned it into a makeshift laboratory, the library basement had been used for storage. When Spike and I first moved in it was a disorganized heap, filled with ledgers and books and boxes full of what I assumed were the personal belongings of whomever had lived there before us. Judging by the amount of dust we also encountered, they’d been sitting down there a long time. One of our first great tasks had been to organize the mess, which was to say we shoved all the boxes into a disused corner and forgot about them.



“Just put them aside for now. We’ll figure out what to do with them later,” I said, setting the case down.



The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. We made rapid work of the crates, and soon almost all their contents were spread out in piles on the floor. There were depressingly few books in them, but Celestia had already promised to restock the library with treasury funds.



Improbably enough, the horsehead sculpture from downstairs had survived the explosion. It was a bit charred on one side but otherwise intact. “A little bit of sandpaper, some stain, and you’ll be fine,” I whispered.



“Hey, Twilight?” Spike called. “Is this yours?”



I looked over to see him holding some sort of pottery up for me to see. “What is it?”



“A vase, I think. Lid’s stuck.”



I considered just telling him to put it in the pile, but something about his words tugged at my ears. I frowned and trotted over to see what he’d found.



It was indeed a vase, painted a faded yellow with brownish-red filigree. There’d been a handle on it once, but now only cracked stubs remained, revealing a fine white porcelain beneath. I spun it around, curious, and felt something like sand shifting within. On the other side, somepony had painted the image of an open book, one page lifted in the process of turning.



It was a cutie mark. I gasped and dropped the vase, my magic flickering out in a moment of shock, and I caught it with my hooves just a few inches above the stone floor. A cold sweat broke out under my coat as I realized what I’d almost done.



Spike blinked at my display. “What is it?”



“It’s an urn,” I mumbled. I set the vase down with shaking hooves and backed up a step. “It’s a pony.”








An hour later we were in the castle’s kitchen, which was about five times too large for my needs. Spike brewed some coffee, which I gulped down thankfully while he sat across the table, eyeing the urn between us skeptically.



“So, let me get this straight. This has a pony’s ashes in it?”



I nodded and took another sip of my coffee. “Ashes and powdered bones.”



He glance between the urn and me. “So we’ve had a dead pony in our house for the past four years? That doesn’t sound right.”



“It’s not.” I rubbed my muzzle, hoping to forestall a headache. “The ashes should be scattered somewhere of emotional significance to the deceased or interred in a shrine. They definitely should not be in a box in the basement.”



I may have yelled that last part. Spike leaned away, his eyes wide.



“Sorry,” I mumbled. “This is just... Unexpected. Really unexpected.”



He waved a claw. “It’s okay. Stupid question: who?”



“I’ll have to check the vital records in the town hall to be sure, but I think I already know the answer.” I traced the tip of my hoof over the cutie mark emblazoned on the urn. “Page Turner. He was the previous librarian. Passed away a few years before we arrived.”



Sometimes it was easy to forget that Spike and I were newcomers in Ponyville. For all that its residents had accepted us with open hearts, Ponyville had existed long before we arrived. There was a history here we weren’t privy to.



“His will should have specified how he wanted his ashes disposed,” I continued. “Otherwise, it’s up to his family. We’ll find them and hand the urn over.”



It was a plan. I let out a little breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and took a nice, long sip from my coffee. Good stuff.



Of course, Spike had to ruin it for me. “If he had a will or a family, how did his ashes end up in our basement?”



“I don’t know, Spike.” Another sip. “I don’t know.”








I didn’t sleep as well that night. 



I brought the urn upstairs for safekeeping and set it on my writing desk, just below the window overlooking Ponyville. It was a nice view, and in a brief fit of sentimentality I turned the urn so the cutie mark faced outward. It hadn’t seen moonlight or the stars or anything but the inside of a dusty cardboard box in the better part of a decade. Tonight we would start to fix that.



“We’ll get you home soon,” I said. Silly of me, I know – the urn was nothing more than a vessel containing the ashes of another vessel, one that had long since ceased to hold the spark of life. Page Turner’s soul was gone, and he cared nothing for how we poor mortals managed his remains. 



Still, I made sure the curtains were wide open for him.



Perhaps it was inevitable that the events of the past few days would finally catch up with me, but my sleep that night was haunted by what-ifs and apprehensions. What if we had not defeated Tirek? What if I had been just a hair slower, fighting him? What if he had smashed me to the ground like a fly and crushed me with his hoof? What if we had failed, and Celestia and Luna and Cadence had never learned why we left them to rot in Tartarus?



The result was that I barely slept. Every time I drifted off, some hazy fear, a gray and melancholy shroud, fell over my thoughts, and I kicked and tossed beneath comfy blankets. I could not escape the weight of the shadow of death. 



I must have fallen asleep at some point, otherwise I wouldn’t have been so cranky when the sunlight pouring through the window landed on my face. I groaned and rolled over. It was no use, though; the town was awake, and it wanted me awake as well.



“Rise and shine, princess,” I mumbled. What I needed was a hot shower, twenty minutes with a mane brush, and a decent breakfast, preferably in that order. 



After a few stumbles and banged hooves, I found my way into the ridiculously oversized shower stall. It was supposedly designed for alicorns, but I was pretty sure it could fit every princess ever at the same time with room to spare. And wouldn’t that be a sight? A nightmare to schedule, though.



Spike was nowhere to be seen when I made it downstairs. A note written in his neat script said he was out running errands and that there was a pot of cinnamon sugar oatmeal warming on the stove for me. Ah, best number-one assistant ever.



The town hall was practically deserted at that hour of the morning. Red Tape waved as I passed his desk on the way to the archives.



The Vital Records department of the town hall contained every birth, death and marriage certificate filed in Ponyville going back to the town’s founding nearly a century ago. It was a lot of records, but earth ponies were famously meticulous when it came to paperwork, and so everything was neatly arranged in a series of tall filing cabinets. It took less than a minute to find every official document with Page Turner’s name on it.



Which is to say, I found exactly one: a death certificate, filed nine years ago. A pencil sketch of his cutie mark – an open book with one page being turned – filled a large box beside his name. The line for “Next of Kin” was conspicuously blank. 



That couldn’t be right. “Mister Tape!” I yelled out through the door. “Can you help me with something?”



A few seconds later he stuck his head in. “Of course, Princess. What do you need?”



“I’m looking for anything about Page Turner, the old librarian. All I can find is a death certificate.”



He trotted over. “Oh yes, I remember him. Moved to Ponyville a few years before I was born. I doubt you’ll find anything else, though. Never married, and I don’t think he kept a will.”



I blinked. “What happened to his house? All his stuff?”



“He didn’t really have one.” Red Tape slid the death certificate toward him and peered at it. “He lived in the library, like you do. Did, I mean. Very sorry about that, by the way.”



I shrugged. “It’s fine. New castle, and all. So, what happened to his, uh… You know, his body?”



Red Tape shook his head. “I’m sorry, princess, I can’t say I recall. There’s no next of kin listed, so I assume his friends took care of him. Why do you ask?”



“Just…” I realized I didn’t have a good answer to that. The sensible thing to do, upon finding a corpse in one’s home, would be to call the authorities and let them deal with it. There was a cemetery in Ponyville, and the Town Hall could use a public plot to inter Page Turner’s ashes. He was beyond caring about such things.



But if he’d wanted a public burial, he would have gotten one after his death. Instead he – or, actually, somepony acting on his behalf – went through the trouble of cremating him and placing his ashes in a custom urn. There was an intention there. Something was supposed to happen that hadn’t, and he’d ended up in a box in our basement. Something had gone wrong. His story was incomplete, like a sentence without a period at its end.



I realized Red Tape was staring at me. “Sorry, just trying to chase down some details about the library.”



“It’s quite alright, ma’am.” He took the death certificate from the table. “Do you need a copy of this?”



“No, that’s fine. I think I have to look elsewhere for answers.”








I’m a bit ashamed to admit I got distracted after that. Funny thing about being a princess – everypony wants a piece of your time. They all meant well, but it also meant I could barely walk down the streets without somepony coming up to me to ask if I could help their colt write a university application, or do something about the weather for next weekend when they had a picnic planned, or add a railroad connecting Ponyville or Baltimare, or even just complain about how there were too many carts on the roads these days, and young fillies and colts didn’t respect their elders, and they played their music too loud.



That sort of thing.



The result was that Page Turner continued to sit on my writing desk for the next several days. Every morning when I woke, I felt a brief flash of guilt, and just as quickly I realized how silly I was being. He’d sat in a box in our basement for years – a few mornings with a nice view in a castle was hardly disrespectful after that.



And yet… my writing desk wasn’t where he belonged. There was a place for him, somewhere out there. I just needed to find it. More and more, I found my thoughts circling back to that urn.



As usual, a blow to the head was sufficient to bring me back into the present. “Ow! What the heck, Dash?”



“You zoned out again,” Rainbow Dash said. She hovered next to me, a few hundred feet above the meadows outside Ponyville where we held our weekly flying practices. “You know what happens to pegasi who don’t pay attention when they’re flying?”



I hazarded a guess. “They crash?”



“Yeah, and if they’re lucky, they’re the only one who gets hurt. If they’re unlucky they might land on somepony, or hit a house or a school.” Her frown softened after a moment. “Are you okay? You seem a little out of it.”



“I’ve had some stuff on my mind.” I paused as another thought occurred to me. “Hey, do you mind if I ask you something?”



“Sure.” She flapped effortlessly over to a nearby cloud, plopping down on it and rolling around to get comfortable. “What’s up?”



I followed with significantly less grace and nearly fell off the cloud trying to land. Hopefully nopony on the ground saw that. “Do you remember Page Turner?”



Dash’s face was blank for a moment, but then her eyes widened. “The old librarian?”



“Mhm. Can you describe him?”



“I guess. Yellow coat, kind of a brownish mane. I think his cutie mark was a book.”



I knew that already, but I nodded. “What about him, as a pony?”



“Oh.” Dash leaned back on the cloud. “Beats me. He was old, Twilight. I don’t hang out with old ponies.”



“You must’ve seen him around town, though.”



“Not really. I never saw him outside the library, unless he was at the store or something. He never did the Running of the Leaves or Winter Wrap-Up. He didn’t even give out candy at Nightmare Night! Who doesn’t give out candy at Nightmare Night, Twilight? Bad ponies, that’s who.”



I rolled my eyes. “You don’t give out candy at Nightmare Night.”



“Yeah, ‘cause I’m busy!”



“That’s debatable. What else?”



She shrugged. “I dunno. He didn’t go out, didn’t hang out with friends. All he cared about was his books. Oh man, he got so mad when somepony hurt his books. Kind of like you, I guess.”



“That’s a normal reaction for a librarian,” I said, managing to keep my voice level. “And how would you know about hurting books?”



“Uh, well, you know.” Dash rubbed the back of her neck with a hoof, suddenly unable to meet my eyes. “I may have flown into the library a few times. Knocked over shelves and stuff. It happens.”



I groaned. Cleaning up the library after Dash’s visits was hard enough with my magic – I couldn’t imagine an elderly earth pony having to do it. “Did you at least help him pick up?”



“Nah, he wouldn’t let me. Kept trying to give me books instead.” She snorted. “As if, right?”



“Dash, you love books.”



“Well, uh…” She paused. “Now I do, yeah. But Daring Do wasn’t around back then. He had, uh, the Wizard of something-sea.”



“The Wizard of Earth Pony Sea?” I perked up. “That’s a classic. If you like Daring Do, I think you’ll love it.”



Now she looked interested. “Really? Do you have a copy?”



I opened my mouth to say that of course I had a copy, that I had a personal signed first edition as well as two copies in the young adult section of the library proper, when I remembered that all those things were gone. My throat closed, and it was all I could do to whisper an answer. “I’ll have to check.”



Dash must have realized the same thing. She bit her lip and crawled across the cloud to give me a pat on the back. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”



“It’s fine.” I cleared my throat. “Let’s try some more flying, huh?”








“You’re looking much better these days.” It wasn’t so much directed toward me as the ceiling, but then, Rarity couldn’t see me with those cucumber slices covering her eyes. “I admit, I was a little worried for you those first few days after the fight.”



I shrugged, which sent a shallow wave across the surface of the hot bath. “I’m still getting used to it. I miss the tree sometimes, but hey, new castle. Always wanted one of my own.”



She peeled one of the cucumber slices away with her magic and peered at me. “That sounded a bit rehearsed.”



“Well, ponies keep asking.”



“Fair enough.” She replaced the cucumber slice and leaned back against the side of the tub. It wasn’t even the largest bath in the spa, but there was more than enough room for the two of us to soak in peace. 



After that, silence. Blessed, uninterrupted silence. No princess-y duties, no ponies asking me for royal favors, no reporters shouting questions. Just the soft burble of water through the pipes and the sound of my breath.



At some unheard signal, Rarity sighed and pulled herself out of the tub. I took that as a sign and crawled out after her, giving my waterlogged wings a shake. The hot water had thoroughly stripped the oils from them, and I knew they’d be damp and soggy for the rest of the day.



Rarity must have noticed my discomfort. “You should ask Aloe to oil them, darling. Fluttershy does whenever she’s here.”



“Really? They do that?”



“They certainly do! Aloe!” Rarity waited for the pink spa pony to pop in. “Would you mind treating the princess with that, ah… You know, the wing oil you use on pegasi?”



“Ze feather shimmer? Oui, please, lie on ze mats. I will be right back.” She indicated the massage tables with a hoof and disappeared back out the door.



We settled down and bantered a bit, waiting for the spa sisters to return. I don’t even remember what we talked about – silly stuff, probably. Gossiping, which I had scorned for so much of my life but devoured like a salty, guilty, delicious snack when I was alone with my closest friends. We turned to more mundane topics when the spa ponies arrived, and the conversation stretched out, with long pauses between quips and responses. It was hard to talk when getting a massage from an earth pony. 



That was Rarity’s fate, anyway. I got my wings preened and oiled with a little brush while she groaned on the other mat. I waited until it sounded like she had her breath back before speaking.



“Hey, Rarity? You’ve lived in Ponyville your whole life, right?”



“Hm? I have.”



“Do you remember Page Turner?”



She turned her head on the mat to look at me. “The librarian? Of course. He was my first magic tutor.”



That… what? I stared at her for a solid ten seconds before responding. “He was an earth pony.”



“Page Turner? Saffron coat, cinnamon mane? Open book cutie mark?” She waited for me to nod. “He was a unicorn, darling. Believe me, that’s the kind of thing you notice when you take magic lessons from somepony for years. Aloe, do you remember him?”



The spa pony looked up from my wings, the little brush still held in her lips. “Oui, he was ze unicorn. But he never came to our spa.”



“There you go,” Rarity said. “Unicorn.”



Why had I thought he was an earth pony? No reason, I suppose – unicorns were just an oddity in Ponyville, especially among the older generations. It must have even been marked on his death certificate next to his name, and yet I had overlooked it. I gave a little huff of annoyance at my inattentiveness.



“What do you remember about him?”



“Well, he was a kind pony. Quiet, like you’d expect from a librarian.” She gave me a look. “Not unlike yourself, I’d imagine. He loved to teach and share his books, but he didn’t really open up to other ponies.”



“I open up to ponies.”



Rarity sighed. “Twilight, you didn’t tell us you had a brother until you were invited to his wedding. To a princess.” She reached a hoof across the empty space between our mats, resting it on mine. “There’s nothing wrong with that, dear. You’re a private pony, and that’s entirely respectable. You’re also, if I do say so, blessed with some outstanding friends who help you open up sometimes.”



Well, she had me there. “What about him? Did he have friends?”



“He…” She frowned. “Well, I assume he did. Who doesn’t? I never met them, though.”



“Dash said he kept to himself. Never did anything with other ponies. Never even gave out candy at Nightmare Night.”



The frown deepened. “You know I love that mare, Twilight, but she’s not the best judge of ponies. Not only was he my magic tutor for years, but I can safely report that the reason he didn’t pass out candy on Nightmare Night was because he was busy holding a spooky story circle for foals at the library. No surprise Rainbow Dash wasn’t aware of that.”



As much as I hated to admit it, that was correct. Dash’s interests were deep but narrow and did not include librarians. I sighed. “You’re right, Rarity. What about… do you know what happened to him?”



“You mean, when he passed?” She turned her eyes down to the floor. “He fell ill and declined rapidly. As I understand it, there was nothing that could be done. Buried in Canterlot, if I recall.”



I pondered those last words of hers for a long while. The massage and feather-oiling was nearly complete before I spoke again, more to myself than anypony else. “Buried in Canterlot?”



“Hm?” Rarity’s eyes popped open, and I got the impression she had dozed off. “I believe so. At least, there wasn’t any funeral in Ponyville. I always assumed he was returned to some family crypt.”



“You don’t know for sure?”



Rarity shifted her weight. “He was a tutor, Twilight, and a good pony, but not really a friend. I’m sorry.”



I brushed her shoulder with a wingtip. The gesture left a faint shine on her coat where my newly oiled wings touched. “It’s fine. Let’s talk about other things.”



And we did, but I could not stop thinking about the urn waiting in my room.








I stood on the far side of the kitchen as Fluttershy worked. Her kitchen wasn’t very large, so I still got to see pretty much everything.



Ponyville did not have a full-time veterinarian. There was Dr. Mane Goodall, of course, but her area of practice covered several towns, and she only opened the clinic in Ponyville on Mondays and Thursdays, with appointments available in special circumstances. The other five days of the week, ponies had to wait or travel if they had a sick pet.



Or there was Fluttershy. And Mane Goodall usually referred cases like this to her anyway – the doctor preferred to work on pets, not wild animals.



The manticore cub on Fluttershy’s table hadn’t moved in some time. Its chest still rose and fell with each breath, and the thin membrane in its wings vibrated in time with its rapid heartbeat, but otherwise it lay motionless. Fluttershy had long since undone its restraints, even the one on its tail, in order to reach all the wounds.



Snails, of all ponies, had found it outside town lying in the tall weeds on the border of the Everfree. He immediately ran for an adult, the first time in my memory that a filly or colt in this town had actually done something sensible on the first try. I made a mental note to write a letter to his parents commending him for his action.



The cub mewled as Fluttershy slid a pair of forceps into a deep gouge running the length of its ribs. She was slow and gentle, and after a moment she pulled the instrument out of the wound. A long, wicked thorn, more like a claw than a piece of wood, came out with it. She set the bloody thing down in a bowl and pressed a clean gauze pad against the cub’s side.



“Timberwolf?” I kept my voice low, just above a whisper.



Fluttershy nodded. “They’re competitors. They’ll kill each others’ cubs if they can, but adults won’t usually fight each other. Can you fill up a hot water bottle?”



I did as she asked and brought the rubber bottle over to the table. She had transferred the cub into a cardboard box lined with soft blankets, and she set the bottle in with it. The cub twitched and wriggled toward the heat.



“Good boy.” Fluttershy brushed her hoof against its tufted ears, and then trotted over to her icebox, pulling out a bottle of milk. She poured a bit into a saucer, replaced the milk, and reached for a small vial nestled on a tray with the rest of her medicines. The fluid within was dark and thick, and she very carefully twisted off the cap before letting two drops fall into the milk. 



Curious, I plucked the vial from the tray while she placed the saucer beside the cub. The vial was unlabeled, but a quick sniff was enough to confirm my suspicions. I nearly gagged on the bitter scent. Laudanum.



“That’s strong stuff. Does it really need it?” I asked.



“I’d give him something stronger if I had it. He’s still hurting.”



I followed her to the bathroom. It wasn’t big enough for the both of us, so I stood outside while she washed her hooves. They were flecked with blood – not much, but it stood out against her yellow coat and turned the water pink as she rinsed it away.



“Will it be okay?” I turned back to the box.



Fluttershy shook her head. “No, he’ll die tonight. But he’ll be warm and comfortable. I think that counts for something.”



“Oh.” I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel about that. Manticores were wild animals, and they weren’t exactly friendly toward ponies. If that one had grown up, it could have posed a real danger to the town at some point. But that was hard to reconcile with the mewling, wounded cub I just helped tuck in for the night. I took a deep breath, and then another.



Fluttershy’s eyes flicked toward me as she dried her hooves. “Would you like some tea, Twilight? I’ve found it helps me relax after… after days like this.”



I glanced at the window. The sun had already set, and the warm glow of a distant streetlight painted the edges of the trees outside. “That sounds wonderful.”



A few minutes later we were settled on her couch. She sipped her tea with closed eyes. I stared down into my cup, lost in the swirling leaves.



She spoke first. “You’ve seemed distracted lately.”



“Well, you know.” Sip. “It’s been one of those weeks.”



“Would you like to talk about it?”



Another sip. “Maybe. Have you ever felt like you had to do something, but weren’t sure why?”



Fluttershy’s eyes opened, and her head turned just a fraction of an inch, back toward the kitchen. “I think I know what you mean, yes.”



“That’s good to hear.” I waited until her eyes returned to mine before continuing. “What do you remember about Page Turner?”



She stared at me for an uncomfortably long time before answering. “I’m sorry, Twilight, I don’t remember much about him. He seemed like a nice pony, though. Very bookish.”



“How did he die?” Was he warm and comfortable?



“Pneumonia. He was very old. It isn’t, um, uncommon.”



“And was he buried in Canterlot?”



Fluttershy tilted her head and spent a moment in apparent thought. “I don’t think… No, he was cremated. I remember that. It surprised a lot of ponies here.”



I could see that – cremation was rare among earth ponies, and uncommon for unicorns. Only pegasi routinely burned their dead. “Do you know why?”



“His family requested it, I assumed. I can’t imagine why else they would have.”



I nodded and went to take another sip of my tea, but the little cup had somehow grown empty while I wasn’t paying attention. “Did you know any of them? Friends, I mean. Or family. Anypony.”



She shook her head. “I didn’t. But he must have…” She lowered her eyes to the couch, and her mouth fell open. The silence extended between us, and when she spoke again her voice was soft. “He must have had family. Everypony does. He did, didn’t he, Twilight?”



“I…” I glanced back at the kitchen. “Yeah, he did. Everypony does.”



I’m not sure she believed me. I’m not sure I did, either.








The pillow was soft beneath my head, and the room around me dark and still. Page Turner’s urn sat where I had placed it, on my writing desk beneath the wide picture window overlooking Ponyville. Moonlight rimmed it in silver. His peace seemed deeper than mine.



“I’m still looking,” I whispered. “I haven’t given up yet.”



In time, I rolled onto my other side and slept.








I never really grasped why Applejack sold apples from a booth in Ponyville’s square.



Don’t get me wrong – it was a fine place to sell produce. Dozens of other vendors worked the same square. Roseluck’s roses, Carrot Top’s carrots, Junebug’s june bugs; everypony who wanted to sell something was free to do so in the central square, and it formed the heart of the weekly farmer’s market.



But Sweet Apple Acres produced thousands of tons of apples every year. The most I’d ever seen Applejack sell from her little stand was a bushel. The rest she boxed up and put on trains for the big cities or turned into cider or made into jam or did whatever else it was the Apple clan did with all those apples. Her booth couldn’t have sold more than one tenth of one percent of her yearly crop.



“Tradition” was all she had said when I asked. Apples had always sold apples in the town square, and it seemed they would until the world ended, if Applejack had any say in it. Which, given how many times she’d helped me save the world, I suppose she did.



“Page Turner? Course I remember him. Good pony.” Applejack leaned against the front of her booth. There hadn’t been any customers in the past ten minutes or so.



“Did he have any family?” I asked. I’d asked dozens of ponies that same question. It didn’t matter what my business was with them, but the conversation always seemed to bend toward Page Turner and the old library. The results were underwhelming; Page Turner had been old when he died, and few of his contemporaries remained. They all knew something about him, it seemed, but no two stories added up. It was like there were a dozen different Page Turners, one for every pony he knew.



I sat on the shady side of the booth. It wasn’t a hot day yet, but the sun would soon be a sweltering presence, and I didn’t feel like giving it a head start.



“Course he did,” Applejack said. “Came to Ponyville to get away from them.”



I blinked. That was a new story. “Come again?”



“They were unicorns, right? Not nobles, I hear, but still pretty hoity-toity.” She glanced at my forehead and cleared her throat. “Anyway, I guess they didn’t approve of his choice in mates. So they came here.”



“Ah.” I looked down at my hooves. “He loved an earth pony?”



“Yup. Nothing wrong with that nowadays, of course, but this was… gosh, at least fifty years ago. Not all ponies back then approved of such things. Especially unicorns. No offense.”



I wave a hoof. It was, sad to say, true. “None taken. So, what happened to them?”



“Not rightly sure. He left her, or she left him. By the time I was born, it was just him. That was before library moved into your old tree.”



My ears perked up at that. I’d just assumed the library had always been in the tree, though now that I thought about it, that was obviously not possible. “Where was it before?”



“Didn’t have one. Library was just a bookshelf in the town hall. Was his idea to have a real building for it. Well, a real tree, anyway.”



I turned toward the center of the town, just a block away. From here, I would normally have seen the huge crown of the library tree, towering above the thatched roofs all around. Its absence was like a missing tooth, and I felt a twinge in my heart.



“That was his idea?” I asked.



“Yup. Mayor was gonna have the tree torn down, make some space for new buildings, but he convinced the town council to let him use it. Worked out pretty good, I guess.”



“Yeah.” I looked down at the cobblestones. “I think it did.”








“So then he says, ‘I’ll have what she’s having!’” Pinkie Pie finished the joke and burst into laughter. She clutched her forelegs around her barrel and tipped onto her side, rolling onto the ground, and finally finishing with a snorty giggle.



At least, I’m pretty sure she did. I was lost in the depths of my hot chocolate. They make the best hot chocolate at Sugar Cube Corner, with real chocolate and cream, and those little marshmallows that float on top until they slowly dissolve.



I stared into my hot chocolate, and eventually I felt her warm, soft body press against mine. She peered down into my cup.



“See something you like?”



I smiled. “Sorry. Just thinking about something.”



“Mm. You’ve been through a lot lately, haven’t you? Want to talk with Aunt Pinkie about it?”



“Depends.” I took a sip of the hot chocolate – just a small one. It was still hot and nearly scalded my tongue. “Do you remember Page Turner?”



She nodded. “Yup. He was weird. A librarian who didn’t like books!”



I turned my head toward her. “What do you mean?”



“His special talent was books, right? Like mine is parties?” She gave her cutie mark a slap, sending a ripple through her whole body. “But did he share books? No! He made people check them out! And return them!”



“That’s how libraries work, Pinkie.”



“Well, libraries are doing it wrong.” She gave a firm nod, as if that settled the matter. “But otherwise he was a great pony. Liked to bake, too. I spent a lot of time helping him.”



I sat up. “You did?”



“Mhm! Why?”



“Did he have any family?” My question must have come across more intently than I thought. Pinkie leaned away, her ears perked.



She shook her head, and I felt my hopes deflate. “He didn’t like to talk about his family. I guess he didn’t like them too much. After Golden Oaks died, he was all alone.” Her ears flopped down to her cheeks, and she turned away, her eyes tracing the lines in the wood grain of the table.



“Golden Oaks?”



“His special somepony. They moved here together, but she passed away before I was born. He said she was beautiful and kind, and he didn’t know why she had to go.” Pinkie’s voice was soft, absent its normal exuberance.



I closed my eyes. I already knew the answer, but something demanded I ask anyway. “What was… what was her special talent?”



“She loved trees. She could make them grow in any shape she wanted.” Pinkie rubbed the table with her hoof, buffing away an imagined speck of dirt. “He said the library tree was her idea. So their two passions would always be together.”



Ah. For a moment, the scent of ashes was back, and I shook my head to clear away the memory. 



Eventually, I finished my hot chocolate and left.








“So, yeah. They say it’s not really crazy to talk to graves or shrines. Or urns, I guess. Because  even though I know there’s nopony listening and I’m really just talking to myself, it’s socially and psychologically acceptable to hold this conversation. That it’s a way to provide closure.”



The urn holding Page Turner’s ashes said nothing in response. I didn’t really expect it to, of course – that would be crazy.



I cleared my throat. “I guess I’m saying this as much for me as for you, but I want you to know that I tried. I checked every record, I asked dozens of ponies. I’m starting to wonder if maybe you wanted it this way. To be as private in death as you were in life.



“If that’s the case, I don’t know that you’ll necessarily approve of what I’m doing, but this isn’t really for you. It’s for the rest of us, the living, so we don’t forget. I think that matters.”



I reached up and turned the urn a fraction of a fraction of an inch, making sure the cutie mark painted on its side faced directly outward from its niche. Below it, on the wall beside the door of the largest room in my new castle, a silver plaque proclaimed this to be the Page Turner Memorial Library.



“I still don’t know how you ended up in my basement, or who put you there. Maybe that was your plan all along. If it was, I hope you don’t mind these new arrangements.”



There was a loud thud from somewhere near the castle’s entry. Probably another shipment of books. The shelves around me were slowly starting to fill. In a few weeks, the library would be ready to open.



But for now it was just me, my thoughts, and a small porcelain vase. An urn containing all the mortal remains of a pony who sounded a lot like me. A pony I would have liked to have called a friend.



I heard another thud from the entryway, and the muffled voices of my friends. They were probably waiting for me to arrive and tell them where all the books should go. I smiled at that; a small smile, but a true one. A smile I hadn’t worn since losing my old home.



My old home. I imagined the library tree as I loved it: the leaves rustling in the wind, bright green in summer, or all in brilliant reds and yellows with autumn’s touch. The scent of wood and books and sap and earth. The little squeak the front door made when the weather turned cold.



That was how I would remember it. Not the charred ruin or the stench of ashes, but a place full of life. A place, hopefully, like this would someday be.



I think Page Turner would like that.
      

      
   
      The Rise of the Queen


      

      
      
         The central chamber was a room that only few members of the hive ever saw. It’s small size might seem strange considering its importance, but inside the value of the room quickly became clear. Suspended in the middle of the room a small crystal hovered, glowing with magical energy. Since the conception of her people, every queen has had one crystal, one heart, that she has called her own. Through this crystal energy flowed throughout the hive, providing her subjects with light and nourishment. For their entire lives the queens and their hives carefully guarded the crystals.



The central chamber, and with it her heart, seemed like a pale memory of what once was. With a hint of despair Queen Amestis looked upon her crystal. Cracks ran along its surface and only a faint glow basked the room in a dim light. Gone were the days where she filled it with power, lighting the room in a brilliant pink hue. For this her subjects suffered, scurrying about in now dimly lit tunnels. A grumble filled the room as her stomach rebelled, demanding to be filled by the sweet nectar of love. That was one indulgence that did not exist in her world anymore. It has been months since last her changelings had successfully brought back a meal. Even before then, the incident had made any form of nourishment a rare treat.



With a sigh she approached, lowering her head as to let her horn touch the crystal. Delving deep within herself she searched. Combing through her memories, dreams and wishes she desperately hoped to find anything that she could use. Her dreams were empty, a shallow memory with no morsel of hope left for her. The only wish she could find was the survival of her hive, but just as so often before, she could not conceive of a future where her wish might be fulfilled. Her memories were full of desperation, sadness and the relentless fight for survival. Nothing there. If only she were more like her mother, then she could… Her mother… With an idea in her mind she searched, but now that she had a goal, memories quickly faded until she found her last untouched memory.



Her mother had birthed her herself, a very rare thing among changelings. Even rarer was that she had taken care of her personally, but that might save them all now. Queen Amestis remembered her mother’s face. It was round, almost ponylike in its softness. Her hard, black carapace did not betray the warmth of her shell. Amestis always did love riding in her soft mane. It was like her own personal cocoon. A place where nothing could reach her. A place where she was safe. Every single evening her mother would cradle her in her magic and slowly rocking her to sleep.



For one final moment she relished that memory of her mother. For the last time she dove into that feeling of safety, the love she had for her mother and the happiness that was her life back then. Focusing on those feelings she cut them off. Separating them from her most treasured memories she forced them into the crystal. Lifting her head she saw that the crystal was shining with new vigour, though it was not enough to repair the cracks, or lighten the room as it should. Sadly she smiled, though it had cost her so much, now her hive may yet survive long enough.



No longer having the strength she dragged her hoofs across the floor. Outside Pincer, her most trusted advisor, was waiting for her. Without a word she lead the way back to her chambers, her head held as high as she could. It was of no use though, she could tell that Pincer saw right through her charade. He was no fool, and thankfully did not bring the matter up. In the halls of the hive a few changelings that could not go into hibernation were still working, caring for those in the deep slumber. They all bowed down to her, but their eyes shone with worry for both their princess, and for themselves. Reaching her chambers she gave a sigh of relief. The guards hastily opened the doors, allowing her to continue in without slowing down. Inside only one of the lights was on, casting the room into an eerie darkness. Queen Amestis did not mind the light. It saved energy, and it spared her from having to see herself in the mirror on the far wall.



Not trusting her legs to carry her for much longer she laid down on her bed. “Tell us, has there been any word of the candidates?” Pincer’s sad eyes said all that was needed. “I see.” Nigh six months ago she had chosen the most promising of her changeling infiltrators and sent them out on a quest. It was time, and when, or now as it seemed, if any of them returned they just might be able to save the hive. 

“My Queen?”

“We are tired, speak quickly so that we may rest.” Amestis said curtly, but not unkindly.

Pincer took a deep breath. “My Queen. We are starving. If we do not send out an infiltration party soon it will mean our end.”

“Is the crazed mare still hold up in that ruined castle, mourning the loss of her sister?”

“Yes, My Queen.”

“And are the tribes still hunting our subjects?”

“Yes, My Queen, but-”

“But nothing. Even our best and brightest cannot infiltrate them now, and I will not send more into their demise.”

“Then we must confront her directly.”

“Speak clearly Pincer, we are in no mood for games.”

“We must go to the so called goddess and hope for favourable terms. Please send me with a small delegation, or if need be, let me go alone.”

“Pincer,” Amestis said with a tired sigh, “The mare has gone insane. For over a year she has been holed up in her castle while the creatures around prevent anypony from disturbing her. Even if you were able to reach her, for her we are a parasite. She has banished her own sister to the moon. We cannot expect such mercy from the likes of her. ”

“Then what shall we do?”

Queen Amestis sighed. “Are there any more changelings we can spare.”

“No, my queen. All that are not hibernating as of now are tending to those that are. If we send them to sleep most will not survive the process.”

“Then there is nothing else we can do.” The Queen said dismissively. “Now be gone, we wish to rest.”

“There is one more thing,” Pincer said nervously, “The team you have sent out has returned.”

“I see.”

“The traitor has been found.”

“Is she alright?” Amestis asked a sliver of hope creeping into her voice.

“My apologies my queen. They only found a body. If you wish I can bring you to her.”

“You may leave.” She said shortly.

“My Queen, is there-”

“Leave us!”



Pincer shied away from his Queen’s outburst. Apologizing he bowed, leaving Amestis alone in her room. She couldn’t help it. As soon as Pincer had left tears rolled down her cheeks. Her little one may have been a traitor, but she had been dear to her. Many years before the moon had rebelled she had birthed her, pouring everything she was into one daughter. Those first few years she had cared for her, guarding her from the harsh world they inhabited. When she had come of age she was immediately enlisted into the ranks of the infiltrators. Even among these elite she proved herself as one of the most skilled changelings of all time. She was the one that was to lead the hive when Amestis time had passed.



Everything was perfect until the fateful day the princesses fought each other. Only few ponies, and fewer changelings experienced the shock that was their fury. Her little one had been caught in the aftermath of the battle. She was trapped in the chaos that followed, filling her with a disdain for ponies, never having been able to feel the elation of their sweet love. When she returned she was different. A thirst for power filled her, and she demanded they strike before Equestria could recover. Amestis tried to bring her back to the hive, to save her little one, but after months of trying the young changeling had done the unthinkable. She broke the three sacred laws of the changelings. She had not only defied her Queen, she had also killed and impersonated a fellow hive member, a feat that had long been deemed impossible for all but the changeling Queens. After this Amestis had no choice. She had sent a small force of her subjects to capture her favoured daughter, that she may judge her. Before they could apprehend her the young one managed to escape, leaving the hive for unknown lands.








A knocking riled Amestis from her slumber. Slowly she rose, her body rebelling against her every movement. The knocking came again. “Who disturbs their Queen?” She called.

“My Queen,” The familiar voice of Pincer answered, “One was successful!”

Suddenly awake Amestis stumbled out of her bed. Her legs gave out under her, refusing to carry her. “Have her brought to the central chamber.” She called from the floor. There was no time to waste. If one of her candidates. With one short spell she strengthened the lights in her room. For the first time in ages she could see her room again. Beautiful curtains adorned the walls, framing paintings that had been seized over the centuries. Amestis eyes were fixed on the mirror though. Her illusion spells had failed again during the night, showing her true form. She lay in a heap on the floor, her orange flesh gleaming through the cracks in her carapace. The worst part was her chest though. She looked down to see a large plate of her shell had dislodged itself last night. It was so surreal that she couldn’t help but touch it. A shudder went down her spine as, for the first time in her life, she could actually feel her own heartbeat.



Disgusted Amestis focused her magic, attempting to recast her spell. She couldn’t seem to put it together. The pieces of the spell drifted past one another, not taking hold. She cursed under her breath. There was no way she could let herself be seen like this. “Pincer.” She called, “All our subjects are to remain in their cocoons for the time being.”

“Very well.” Pincer called. After a few moments he came back. “It has been done.”

“Good.” She said standing up, her legs shaking. Next to the door she grabbed a simple coat to cover herself from any curious onlookers. Outside Pincer patiently waited for her, but when he saw her he couldn’t help himself. He ran up to his Queen supporting her. Amestis looked away, ashamed that she would need his help. With his support she did eventually make it to the central chamber.

“My Queen,” Pincer said retreating from her, “It has been an honour serving you.”

Queen Amestis couldn’t help herself. “No, It has been an honour to have you here.” She said smiling. “Do not worry, everything will be better soon.”



With her final words spoken she retreated into the central chamber. Inside a young changeling waited for her. She still had her saddlebags strapped to her back. “Greetings young one.” Amestis said stumbling forward.

“My Queen!” The young changeling exclaimed, jumping forward to support Amestis.

“I am quite all right.” Amestis said donning a false smile. “There is little time, and much we must discuss. If I remember correctly your name was Mandible, correct?”

“Yes my Queen…”

“Very well Mandible, I assume you were successful?” Mandible crammed in her saddlebags, pulling out a crystal. It was still so very small, but hers had been smaller before she had been queen. “Very good. Now place it over there.” She said pointing to a small pedestal in front of where her crystal hovered. As Mandible set it down Amestis sat down on the ground.



“Mandible, you understand what is about to happen?”

“Yes, my Queen.”

“And you accept responsibility for the hive, vow to keep it safe until the time come where you will pass this responsibility on?”

“I do, but, my Queen, do you not wish to instruct me first?” Mandible asked nervously.

“In a perfect world yes, but we do not have such a luxury. In my… in your chambers I have left instructions and guidelines. I am sorry I cannot do more, but you have already proven yourself more resourceful than I.” She said pushing herself to her feet. “Everything about this is improper, but desperate times call for desperate measures. One day you will understand.”



Mandible tried to say something, but Amestis silenced her. Hopefully there would be time for that later. She could feel her body giving out on her. As disgusting as it may be, she could see her flesh already losing its bright orange colour. Gathering all her strength she levitated Mandible’s crystal up to hers. It already shone with more power than what was left in hers, but even after all those trials that Mandible had to go through connecting the crystal with her own essence, there was still one very important thing missing. Something that only existed once in every hive. The essence of the hive queen itself. Concentrating on her own crystal Amestis dove deep within. It felt so week, and so colourless that it made her queasy experiencing just what she had become in her struggle for survival. She knew that she was damning Mandible to the same fate, but this was the only option.



Finding the lush, bright green essence that had been passed down through the hive for generations she took a moment diving into it. She remembered the day her mother had given it to her. She had left this world, a smile on her face, trusting Amestis with her Hive. Amestis had proven her mother wrong. She was a failure, a disgrace for the hive and to all the queens. She wrenched the essence from her crystal, and with it from her very being. A shout of pain filled the small room as her Crystal shattered into a million pieces. Amestis collapsed to the floor, unable to move, the shards of her heart falling around her.



“Yes!” Mandible called out, rising from the magical power coursing through the air. A wicked laugh erupted from her throat. Amestis eyes went wide as she recognized that laugh. Struggling she lifted her head and, just before light engulfed the young changeling, she changed her form ever so slightly. It was only for an instant, but it was unmistakable. The light receded and behind was a transformed changing. “You can’t be…” Amestis said dumbstruck as she realized that the changeling in front of her was in fact not Mandible.

“Oh but I am.” the maniacal voice of the new queen said.

“But you died… Pincer said-”

“Yes, he may have thought that, but if you could have been bothered to see the body you might have been able to see through it.”

“How… How did you do it…” Amestis asked.

“It was simple. After you banished me I infiltrated Equestria.” The new Queen said pulling a few green storage containers, gleaming with stolen energy, out of her saddlebags. “Once inside it was a simple matter to trick them to think that changelings were some remnant of Discord’s reign.” She smashed one of the containers against the floor. The love trapped within filled the air, slowly being absorbed into the crystal in the centre of the room. “It did not take them long to find those you had sent on their quests, and the ponies where ever so eager to send them to the leading authority in changelings.” A mocking smile showed on her face. “Though I must admit, you did choose quite well. It took me weeks to finally get all the information I needed out of them." Again and again the queen smashed vials of energy, the magic draining into the crystal. "finally, after I had collected enough love to sustain me for years, and having retrieved my own heart, I only had to fake my own death. It was actually quite simple once I learned how to imitate the form of another of the hive.”



“You have doomed us all!” Amestis screamed.

The new queen tilted her head curiously. “How so.” She asked playfully.

“Now that they know of us they will starve us!”

Again the new queen laughed. “Do you really think me that dense? We will simply go into hibernation. Nine, or maybe nine and a half centuries should do it.”

“But they can’t survive that!” Amestis exclaimed.

“Many cannot. That much is true, but I have no use of the weak ones anyway.”

“What are you going to do?” Amestis asked, dreading that she already knew the answer. 

“What you wouldn’t.” She said with a smile, “I will conquer Equestria, and not only rule this small hive, but the entire world! Now ends the reign of Queen Amestis and begins the rule of Queen Chrysalis!” She bellowed, leaving Amestis alone in the small room, the light of her daughter’s crystal illuminating her for her final moments.
      

      
   