
      Creativity Unbound


      

      
      
         "So there I was, running back to my trays, desperate at this point for anything -- anything! -- that might be able to cover up such a sophomoric oversight, when it occurred to me. It was such a marvelous, miraculous thought. I thought to myself, Why, Rarity, this is Bobbed Lyn, we're talking about. BOBBED LYN, the singer has asked for your work. The work of Rarity. And it was obvious how I was to proceed, obvious! The hem stitching wasn't an error, not at all, but a stroke of individuality suited perfectly to both artists and the work of art that would join them.



"It was then that I pulled every spool of thread of remotely the same hue, every bolt and scrap of fabric, desperate to match that unexpected, unappreciated genius splash of color. None fit, so I bolted to my stores in my study, and none of them fit, either! Into the basement, Sweetie's room, my own wardrobe, nothing! There was nothing in my boutique to continue, nothing at all!



"I made it ten steps outside before I even noticed the rain, and another fifteen to turn about and return to the shelter of the boutique. I stood there, panting, my mind racing for where I might go first, to how likely that it would be open, the odds that they would have that one splash of color I so desperately sought, to where my umbrella was, to why my umbrella was missing, to why did I ever give it to Sweetie when she went to play with your sister, to where my rain cloak was, when I finally took pause and returned my attention to the piece resting upon the ponequin. My breath still coming fast, heart hammering, I stared at it, absorbed in what I had created so far. I scrutinized the ensemble as a whole: how it sat, how it bore itself, how the lines ebbed and flowed and danced, and then I was struck again at how silly I had been. Yes, silly! This was for Bobbed Lyn, and I realized how such a vest would be absolutely gauche, inexcusable, criminal.



"Oh, forgive me, dear, yes, I am rambling, aren't I? To you, of all ponies, how silly of me! Again, I must say how amazing it is that you tolerate this downpour with naught to defend yourself but that hat of yours. You are absolutely certain that I can't convince you to have me design a cloak for you? Oh, what I could do with your colors! I can see it now --



"Well, hem, yes. Excitement got the best of me again, I must apologize. I just find myself in such a peculiar mood, this project has me positively strung like a wire. Even all this rain cannot dampen my spirits, not even all this rain. Give my best to your family, Applejack, and could I trouble you to remind Sweetie that she should be home at a reasonable hour to finish her homework before bed? Tonight is not a sleepover, do please remind her, but I understand that she will be joining you for dinner? Right, of course, she is, you are, wonderful. Wonderful! She's a dear, but not having to cook will be a much-welcomed event indeed.



"Oh, if you would excuse -- Fluttershy? Fluttershy! Yes, take care, Applejack, Fluttershy!



"Fluttershy, darling, what ever -- Oh, you are escorting your family of ducks through the shower! Of course you are, you remind me every time, how silly of me to forget. I trust they have been well? They look so handsome. Never let them feel down, just because they are 'fowl.' My, such a banal play on words, I blame my father, of course, for such a jest. But that crest, such clean bills, swatched wings where the water finds no home, one can only admire ducks, I say. I remember you telling me that to have a duck in your yard was a sign of good luck -- was that you? I suppose it isn't terribly important.



"But how are you? You look positively adorable in your raincoat. I always did say that you could make anything beautiful! Oh, but that is doing what you are wearing a bit of a disservice, isn't it -- why, I remember the joy even now that welled up inside me as I set to taking your measurements for it. That pink of your mane was difficult to work with, given the selections for oilcloth, but one cannot argue with the the results!



"You look well, naturally, naturally. Can't press for any gossip from you can I? Ha! I can scarce imagine, you, dear Fluttershy, revealing any of your secrets. Secret Somepony, indeed! Ha!



"Oh, I am reminded, Opal has been eating a bit less lately, I think, would it trouble you to see her sometime this week? I was thinking maybe when we have tea on Tuesdays, but that could put something of a damper on our usual social time, so perhaps not. Maybe the day after, if you aren't busy? No, that's right, you are spoken for... Well, sometime soon, anyway, for sure. For sure! Opalescence is such a dearie, isn't she? I can't imagine anything happening to her, why I cannot begin to imagine!



"And if it isn't Twilight, hello, coo-ee! And out with naught but those saddle bags -- Ah, of course, your magic, the water simply flows around you. How jealous Fluttershy and I are, only in positive ways, certainly, but jealous still. Those seams are holding, I trust? They certainly are, I can see. Books in there, it would seem? Ah, I remember now, Cheerilee invited you to the school, Sweetie told me. Isn't that right? Yes, it must be. Fluttershy, Cheerilee invited Twilight to conduct a weekly event at the schoolhouse, encouraging the fillies and colts to take a greater interest in reading, isn't that positively wonderful! You can only imagine the discussion she and I had over selecting which stories to include or, in the more numerous case, exclude.



"Twilight, I have yet to tell you, we have all been so busy, I am responsible for the next performance ensemble for Bobbed Lyn! Bobbed Lyn, Twilight, oh, I could just squeal, I am so excited. You are perfectly justified to ask what I am doing outside of all places, in the rain, when such creativity needs expression, but I assure you this is only a well-deserved sojourn to clear my mind and attack the problem head-on when I return.



"Ah, Fluttershy, I know you well enough to understand that expression. By all means, go, the ducks won't travel on their own, will they? Keep safe and warm, I'll expect you for tea! Twilight, isn't she precious!



"I may as well stop going on, myself, you must be on a time constraint, yourself. The world won't stop for a princess, after all! Ha ha! Oh, I'm so happy for you, spreading what you love to the younger ones. If only Rainbow Dash had come around to reading sooner, who knows? Who knows what, I have completely lost my train of thought. How silly! Right, I must away, so you might away. Oh, how I wish I could learn that rain-shedding spell of yours, but, as they say, c'est la vie, non? I wish you all the best, Twilight, I promise Cheerilee will be thrilled -- absolutely thrilled. Ta!



"Hm, didn't I keep a timepiece in this cloak? Feh, apparently not. Silly Rarity, silly me, losing track of what is kept in what pockets. Not a great surprise, admittedly, if what Sweetie says about my workspace is any indication -- indication, indeed! Some day she will understand that it is not mayhem, but organized chaos. It is a direct result of the creative process!



"Creative process! My goodness, I have so much I have to -- No, Rarity, deep breaths, deep breaths...



"My, that pitter-patter of the rain is the most soothing sensation isn't it? Hmmm.



"Ah! Pinkie Pie, ah, it's you. Forgive me, I didn't hear you coming, with all the... rain. Yes, I simply took a moment to pause and listen to the rain, such a lovely white noise. Well, I say lovely, but I suppose it can be taken either to soothing or grating, depending on one's mood. Like that Cranky friend of yours, I am certain he would find it grating.



"But whatever are you doing out in the rain, getting positively drenched! No, that simply won't do! What of those wonderful, bouncy curls of your mane? Quick, under the awning, here. And now I've gone and splattered mud over all both of us, how careless! Careless, yes, absolutely. How silly. Ha!



"Ha ha! Laughter truly does brighten circumstances, doesn't it? Amazing how true that truism is.



"You know, I was just reflecting on creativity, and I just realized I have never seen the kitchen of the Sugarcube Corner. How curious! I don't suppose I could manage a peek, sometime? Nothing too formal, of course, just maybe I could sit in one morning as you and the Cakes put together your batches for the day? Oh, I can only imagine what it must be like to behold. Well, I must, mustn't I? Ha! Hopefully not for long, of course! But it flows through the cycles of cleanliness to organized chaos of creativity, into the separation of waste and result, back into cleanliness. Such a poetic structure, no?



"I would invite you in, but I am afraid this recent project of mine must be kept under closest guard, you understand. None can know what it is to be, but I can tell you whom it is for: Bobbed Lyn. Bobbed LYN, the musician, oh, Pinkie Pie, darling, I can only imagine if this must be what it is like to be you all the time! Naturally I am overwhelmed -- thrilled! -- at this opportunity, but I cannot bring you in on the details. Will you promise to keep it secret? Let it be a secret? Of course you will, of course you will, you're Pinkie Pie, and that means a Pinkie Promise!



"Oh, I wish I could bring you in, but alas I cannot, and neither have I any umbrella or raincoat or cloak to provide that you can return to the Corner without becoming any further drenched -- But of course, you aren't returning to the Corner, you are to the Pampered Pony with Rainbow, of course! I never thought I'd see the day when that pony would deign to be tended to in a spa on her own volition! Unthinkable! And yet, off you two go. I wish you the best of times, the best! Aloe and Lotus know how to treat a pony, you two will look and feel positively radiant, the weather notwithstanding.



"Oh, dear, be off quickly before I lose myself again in rambling. I positively cannot hold my tongue over this project, I am so excited! The spa will do you wonders, Pinkie Pie, your mane will be positively bouncing on its own accord in an hour, I promise.



"Goodbye, dear, goodbye!



"I do certainly hope she remembers about Tuesday, about seeing the bakery. That is something I absolutely must behold. The furnace heat of ovens, the dance of mixing and folding, the portioning onto trays and into moulds. The colors of coats and frostings and dough all blended in one moving mosaic of life...



"Tuesday?



"Where is that timepiece, I could have sworn...



"And here I am standing under my own awning, talking to myself. How silly. How silly! My wild tongue wagging, making noise in the still of the afternoon. Just doing honor to the rainbow, I suppose, yes, that's it. That beautiful rainbow, the jewel of the pegasi, the second gift of rain. I'm sure I read that somewhere, how silly that I cannot remember where. Perhaps Twilight will know, I could go to her castle and find -- No, I must to work, I can trace that quote another time.



"On the other side of my door.



"I must open the door, but I know what's on the other side.



"Rarity, ask yourself, what did you leave on the other side of this door?



"What did I --"
      

      
   
      What We Wanted to Do


      

      
      
         What we wanted to do was earn our cutie marks investigating legitimate mysteries of genuine interest to the people of Ponyville. As everypony now knows, we had some problems with this, primarily conceptual problems, that resulted in a few unfortunate incidents that caused embarrassment for innocent ponies. Once again, I would like to apologize to everypony who was negatively effected by our investigations, and I hope you will give us a chance to explain ourselves before deciding on any punishments that we may or may not deserve.



Many of you think you know everything about our recent actions, based on the accounts we published in the Foal Free Press. And yes, those articles were written in good faith. We had no reason to believe, at the time, that we were doing anything wrong. This was my fault and I take full responsibility for it.



I have heard some ponies suggest that Miss Cheerilee, as our academic advisor, should also be held responsible. They say that Miss Cheerilee should have read those articles before we published them and printed and distributed them to every business and street corner and doorstep in Ponyville. They say that Miss Cheerilee, as an adult, bears more responsibility for this incident than we three young, innocent, foals who had no way of comprehending the magnitude of our error.



Are these ponies correct? I do not know. I only raise this point because I have heard it mentioned in passing by wise adults who understand the world far better than a hapless, naive foal such as myself.



Think back to when you were a foal. Do you remember how frustrating it was to always hear, “I”ll tell you when you’re older”? That is not, I would submit, an answer that will satisfy the minds of inquisitive young fillies. Quite the opposite, in fact – it just prods us to want to learn more. You cannot toss mysteries in front of us like sparkling shells and expect that we will simply sit beside them, unmoving, unwilling to reach out and peer beneath them. We are not sheep, mares and gentlestallions. We are ponies.



And when a pony sees a closed door, it is natural for them to wonder, “What is on the other side?”








Sweetie Belle was sulking atop her bed’s blue-and-silver quilted covers when a tiny sound caught her ear. It was sharp, like a click or a tap, and it came from the direction of her glazed window. Outside the sun had already set, shrouding Ponyville in the oppressive gloom of a cloudy night. Orange streetlamps held back the dark and painted the low clouds like smoke above a distant fire.



She turned to the window, her ears up and alert, just in time to catch the noise again. It sounded almost like hail, if hailstones fell one at a time on an otherwise dry evening. Curious, she trotted up to the window, undid the latch and swung it open, letting in crisp autumn air.



The third pebble caught her directly on the snout. She squealed, rubbed her nose, and glared out into the darkness. 



“Hey!” she hissed.



“Sorry, sorry!” the darkness whispered back in Apple Bloom’s voice. “Can you play? We’ve got a bunch of leaves out at the farm and we made a big pile and now we’re gonna go through them looking for slugs.”



Sweetie Belle blinked. “Why?”



“We made a bet with Snails. He said he and Snips could find more slugs than us by the time school starts tomorrow, and we’re gonna give them all to Miss Cheerilee for Show and Tell.”



That seemed like a good reason. Miss Cheerilee was always encouraging them to explore the natural world, and she loved when the foals gave her gifts. Even if she sometimes looked a little queasy and shoved their gifts into her desk drawer as fast as she could, she said she loved them. Miss Cheerilee was a great teacher.



But… Sweetie sighed. “I can’t. Rarity said I can’t leave my room tonight.”



There was a pause. She heard a rustle as something moved through the bushes beneath her window, and then Scootaloo’s voice emerged.



“Why not?”



“I don’t know!” Sweetie leaned on the window sill, letting her neck and head hang out into the night. “She said I had to go to bed early and that I could use the bathroom if I needed and I can get some water downstairs but her door is closed and I am not allowed to knock on it or make any noise or get her unless the Boutique is on fire and then it had better be a big fire not like the ones in the oven when we bake cookies.”



There was another pause.



“Why can’t you go in her room?” Apple Bloom finally asked. “Is she keeping secrets from you?”



Sweetie Belle glanced at her door. The very idea was silly. Why would Rarity, the bestest big sister ever, keep secrets from her? Rarity loved to talk about other pony’s secrets, but she never told Sweetie Belle any of hers, because she didn’t have any. Right?



“I… I don’t think so,” she said.



There was a scrabbling sound outside the window, as of hooves scratching against wood siding, and Apple Bloom’s head suddenly popped up over the sill. Her mane was a mess, tangled, with leaves and twigs poking out. “We’re coming in.”



Sweetie jumped back as Apple Bloom pulled herself in, followed by Scootaloo. They brushed their coats to dislodge some more leaves and dirt and even a slug or two, which Sweetie swept up with her weak magic and tossed back out the window, except for the slugs, which she saved in case they needed them for tomorrow morning. She put them under her pillow so she wouldn’t forget them.



“So, what are we doing?” Scootaloo asked. She turned and nipped at an errant feather, tucking it back in line with the others.



“Rarity is keeping secrets,” Apple Bloom said. “Why?”



“We don’t know that,” Sweetie said. “Maybe she’s just tired.”



“Did she look tired?” Scootaloo asked.



Sweetie frowned. Rarity hadn’t looked tired, in fact. She’d been smiling, and carrying candles in her magic, and she smelled like that expensive perfume that Sweetie tried to use once but ended up getting grounded for a week because that was the nice perfume and fillies shouldn’t touch it until they were older.



“No, she didn’t.”



“I knew it!” Apple Bloom stomped a hoof on the carpet. “Applejack does this sometimes. When I ask what she’s doing, she just sends me to my room! She’ll tell me when I’m older, she said.”



All three grimaced. Those five words, so hated, so often heard. What, they all wondered, was so wrong with learning things now?



“Okay, so, maybe she is.” Sweetie said. Her voice had lowered in both volume and pitch, taking on a conspiratorial tone, and she leaned closer to her friends. “What are we going to do?”



“We—” Apple Bloom paused, drawing out the tension with a grin. “Are going to investigate.”








Yes, that is how it started. Rarity, my friend’s dear sister, was the first innocent pony whose privacy we breached. Rarity, as you all know, who is an exemplar of every virtue we hold dear – she is generous, and kind, and loving, and forgiving. She is very forgiving, especially of young, innocent foals, who did not know what they were doing, or that it was wrong. She is very forgiving, which is the highest praise anypony can offer.



We wanted nothing more than to penetrate the veil of secrecy we thought was being draped over our eyes. This is, of course, a natural want for any young filly.



The three of us followed my lead – yes, my lead. What happened was my decision and I accept responsibility for it. The three of us sneaked out of Sweetie Belle’s room, through the darkened hallways, until we came to Rarity’s door.  And there we listened, with our ears pressed against the wood.



I will not again describe what we heard. That has, unfortunately, been hashed and rehashed in the pages of the Foal Free Press in exacting detail. In retrospect, we should not have included verbatim transcripts of every sound and word we heard, or drawn up a list of the suspected identity of the other pony in Rarity’s room. That was a mistake. An unfortunate mistake, but if you consider our perspective, it was unavoidable. We thought we were doing the right thing.








The three slipped quietly back into Sweetie Belle’s room. Scootaloo closed the door slowly, an inch at a time, to keep the hinges from squealing. When it finally shut, she gave it another firm press, just to make sure.



They were silent for a while. All three frowned, staring at the floor between them. Their ears flicked, perhaps remembering the odd sounds they had spent the past hour hearing. They had not spoken a word the entire time they crouched outside Rarity’s door, and the questions in Sweetie Belle’s heart had piled atop each other, begging for release. The same questions crowded in her friend’s chests, she imagined.



“What… what was that?” Scootaloo finally said.



“I don’t know,” Sweetie mumbled. “It sounded like she was giggling at first.”



“But then she was moaning,” Apple Bloom said. “Do you think she was in pain?”



“I think I heard her scream, once,” Scootaloo said.



“But then there was talking,” Sweetie said. “Somepony was in there with her!”



“Maybe they were practicing for a play?” Apple Bloom said.



They were quiet again. Sweetie turned that idea over in her mind – it made sense, or at least, it made more sense than anything else they might have been doing. “But why would they keep it a secret?”



“Maybe…” Scootaloo frowned. “Maybe it’s a surprise play?”



“You can’t have a play with just two ponies,” Apple Bloom said. “And why would Applejack do the same thing in her room? She doesn’t like plays much.”



“That’s it, then,” Sweetie said. “Girls, this is a mystery, and we are going to get to the bottom of it!”








Before I continue, I want to address a question that several townponies have raised. Namely, what happened to all the copies of the special Cutie Mark Crusaders Private Investigators/Mystery Solvers edition of the Foal Free Press that we printed and distributed throughout Ponyville?



As most of you know, the Foal Free Press’s normal print run consists of 35 copies, which we give to students and their parents for free. It is four or eight pages long, and is filled with articles, pictures, drawings, poems, and short stories by our classmates. One weekly edition costs approximately 10 bits for paper and ink, which is covered by the newspaper club’s budget.



For our special edition, we made some changes. Rather than 35 copies, we printed 4,550 copies. Also, this edition was 32 pages long. It is with some chagrin that I admit we would have printed more copies, but by that point we had exhausted the Ponyville paper mill’s entire supply of newsprint. We did order more paper, but based on the reception of our last issue, it will probably go unused. This is wasteful, and again, I apologize.



The cost of the paper and ink for this run was slightly higher than normal. Despite some efficiencies of scale, we ended up spending 11,450 bits, mostly on the paper. We also spent another 8,000 bits to order additional newsprint, which as I mentioned will probably go unused.



The newspaper club’s account balance at the time was 55 bits. In addition, we were able to sell ads for the special issue, which brought in a record-breaking 872 bits. This is, by itself, an amazing accomplishment, and I want to take just a moment to thank Pipsqueak for all the effort he put into selling those advertisements. I don’t want any negative impressions of our project to overshadow the tremendous work he put into helping us. Again, thank you, Pip. I hope you will be able to continue helping us in the future, if the newspaper club is ever reinstated.



Anyway, despite our success selling advertisements, we ended up running a negative balance of 18,523 bits, which was extended to us on credit. This sounds like a lot of money, yes, and I understand why it has been a source of consternation and anger for the members of the school board. All I can say in our defense is that we are still learning basic math in school, not advanced accounting. We did not properly understand the finances behind our actions. However, we already have a idea to recoup some of these bits, and plans are underway for a series of bake sales. Based on past performance, I project that after four years of daily bake sales we will have recouped most of our losses, not counting for interest.



Yes, I’m sorry, there is interest. It is only, however, 18 percent per year, which is actually a very good rate for young fillies with no credit history. That could have been much worse.



So, that is where the newspapers came from. What, many of you have asked, did we do with them?



A large number – and I want to emphasize this, because it is very important – a large number were collected by myself and the other members of the Foal Free Press staff when we realized we had made a mistake. We ran around Ponyville as quickly as we could, gathering up newspapers, despite being chased sometimes by angry mobs. This was stressful work and I want to extend a personal apology to all of the fillies and colts who had to help us.



All told, we collected nearly 800 unread papers this way. We stored them at our clubhouse until the mayor ordered us to burn them, which we did. Those papers will never trouble us again.



The remaining 3,700-some copies were either picked up by ponies before we could reach them, or were delivered by train to various distribution points across Equestria. This incurred an additional 1,200 bit fee for transportation, but I think you will agree that, compared with our other expenses, it is minor and barely worth mentioning.



I see there is some consternation over this new information. Yes, we did distribute copies outside of Ponyville. That was my decision and mine alone. I felt at the time that our journalism was of such high quality that it deserved consideration in other markets such as Manehattan, Fillydelphia, and Canterlot. We contracted with local papers in those cities, again for a small fee, and—



Yes, a question. Go ahead, princess.



Yes, I did say Canterlot. We sent 500 copies to each of those cities, as well as bundles of 200 to some of the larger suburbs. We tried to prioritize areas where relatives of our townponies lived, and of course the palace, so ponies would have something to talk about during holiday gatherin—



I see Princess Sparkle is leaving. Undoubtedly she has decided that this issue is of minor importance and not deserving of her time and attention. I think we can all learn something from that.



Anyway, to continue. All told, only 1,500 copies remain unaccounted for in Ponyville. I have placed a basket near the entrance – any pony who would like to return a copy may do so there. No questions will be asked.








Two days later, Sweetie Belle was crouched in the dark of Applejack’s home. The farmhouse was a far larger building than the Boutique, with a dozen rooms and high ceilings and ancient planks beneath her that squeaked if she stepped on the wrong spot. Apple Bloom led the way down the corridor, and they followed, placing their hooves in the exact spot she did. She had long since learned how to step quietly through the halls.



They came to a stop outside Applejack’s door. It was shut, but candlelight spilled out from under the gap above the floor. Inside they heard voices – Applejack’s, and somepony deeper. A stallion, Sweetie thought.



The door was thinner than those in the Boutique, and it let sound escape more easily. For nearly an hour they stood there, piled atop each other’s shoulders, listening as events inside progressed from conversation to soft sounds and giggling, followed by quiet moans and the squeak of bedsprings. Eventually those faded, and the voices returned. 



The candlelight vanished, plunging the hallway into true darkness. They waited until their eyes adjusted to the faint moonlight coming in the window, and slowly they walked back to Apple Bloom’s room. The door clicked shut behind them, and they hopped up onto the bed and crawled beneath the blanket, creating a little cloth fort where nopony could hear them.



“It was just like Rarity,” Sweetie Belle said. “How often does she do this?”



“Once a week, maybe?” Apple Bloom said. “It’s always on the days you two aren’t allowed to come over. Sometimes she gets really happy when I ask if I can have a sleepover at the Boutique with you.”



“Huh.” Sweetie frowned. It was bad enough that Rarity was keeping secrets, but Applejack too! She was supposed to be the Element of Honesty, not the Element of Lying to Little Sisters and Making Them Stay in Their Rooms for No Good Reason.



“That stallion, it sounded like Caramel,” Scootaloo said. “I don’t think he likes plays either.”



“It’s not a play, girls,” Apple Bloom said. “I don’t know what they’re doing, but we’re going to find out.”



“How?” Sweetie Belle asked. “We can’t sneak into other ponies houses.”



“Simple. We’ll get help.”








“Hey girls!” Spike shouted as they walked in the library. He set his broom aside and waved a claw to get their attention. “What’s up?”



“Hi Spike,” Sweetie Belle said. She trotted over to him, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo trailing behind her.  “We were wondering if you could help us with something.”



“Sure!” He pulled off his dusting apron, a white frilly thing with the words Every Day is a Good Day to Clean and Organize Your Bookshelves written in block letters on the front. “What do you need?”



“Just a few questions, actually,” Apple Bloom said. She circled around to his left side, while Scootaloo took the right, neatly boxing him in. “Is Twilight around?”



“Uh, no.” Spike “She’s in Canterlot for the day. Do you need—”



“Cool,” Scootaloo said. “Listen, we’re investigating a mystery.”



“A mystery?”



“A mystery,” Sweetie Belle said. “And we want your help.”



“Have you seen Twilight doing anything strange at night?” Apple Bloom asked.



Spike took his time before answering. “Twilight, right? When you say strange—”



“I mean, does she ever have anypony in her room at night?”



Spike shook his head. “I think I’d know if she did. My basket’s right next to her bed.”



“Oh,” Sweetie Belle mumbled. She frowned down at the floor, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Scootaloo and Apple Bloom frowning as well. 



“Except when she has me sleep downstairs, anyway,” Spike continued.



Sweetie Belle blinked. “What?”



“Yeah, once a week she has me sleep down here, so I can guard the library.” Spike puffed out his chest. “She needs a big, strong dragon to guard the library while she’s doing research in her room!”



“What kind of research?” Scootaloo asked.



“Uh, well…” Spike’s chest deflated. “I’m not sure. She says its boring grown-up pony stuff that I wouldn’t want to help with.”



“I see.” Sweetie glanced at the others. They had the same knowing expression on their faces. “Okay, Spike. Here’s what we need you to do.”








I’ve heard some ponies comment that our articles were surprisingly well organized and detailed, with multiple footnotes and cross-references between the text, the accompanying charts, and the photo pages in the center of the issue. While I would like to claim credit for that work, most of it was done by Spike the Dragon. He has years of practice as Twilight Sparkle’s research assistant, and he was of tremendous help when it came time to organize our findings. Obviously, I wish we could have put his talents to work on a more appropriate topic, but that is a discussion for another time.



Many of the detailed accounts you read were based on Spike’s original notes, which he took outside Twilight Sparkle’s room. She has already left, so I assume she does not mind if I go into some detail on this point. 



The accounts that Sweetie Belle and I wrote, based on what we heard outside our sister’s rooms, were rather haphazard. You can see they are in prose form, with little attention to specific details like times, accurate descriptions of the sounds we heard, and educated guesses as to who was making those sounds. Spike, on the other hand, was meticulous in his notes. He detailed exactly how long Twilight Sparkle and Unnamed Stallion #3 spoke, took verbatim transcripts of what they said – as best he could hear – and compiled a detailed list of every giggle, moan, shriek, sigh, and other sound, along with timestamps for each.



When we saw his notes, we knew we had to do better. So did all of the other foals we recruited.








Apple Bloom banged her hoof on the podium. “We’re here because the grown-ups are hiding something from us!” she shouted.



The foals gathered in the schoolhouse basement erupted with questions. Some leaned forward; others rolled their eyes. Apple Bloom waved them to silence.



“I know it’s hard to believe,” she said. “But my friends have already investigated several instances of unusual behavior among our sisters and other prominent townponies. There is a conspiracy at work here, and we are going to get to the bottom of it!”



While she spoke, Sweetie Belle walked down the aisles, passing out copies of their notes. There were several pages worth already, and the room dissolved into a quiet hush as the foals poured over them. A mumble began, near the back, growing louder and louder with each moment.



Finally, Diamond Tiara spoke. “What is this? Are you spying on ponies?”



“It’s not spying!” Scootaloo jumped in. “We’re investigating! It’s what good reporters do!”



“Well, It looks like snooping to me!” 



The mumbles grew again. An angry cloud built on Apple Bloom’s face, but before she could explode, a colt spoke up.



“Um, it’s true, I think,” Rumble said. He shrank as all eyes turned to him. “Thunderlane does this too. He sends me to my room, but I heard him and Cloudchaser in his room. I thought they were practicing wrestling.”



“Sometimes mommy makes me go to bed early,” Dinky said. “But then I hear her and Time Turner talking about stuff.”



Like a dam bursting, every foal suddenly had their own story to tell. They stood on their chairs, shouting each other down, until finally Diamond Tiara shouted them down.



“Stop this! Stop it!” she yelled. “Don’t you remember last year? We got in trouble because you—” she pointed a hoof at Apple Bloom. “And you two—” She swung the hoof around at Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. “Printed all those lies in the Foal Free Press. I’m not getting in trouble again!”



“You’re right, Diamond Tiara,” Apple Bloom said. A sudden hush fell over the room at her pronouncement. “I don’t say that often, but you’re right. We got in trouble because we printed lies. But that’s not what we’re going to do this time! We are going to investigate the truth, and when we find out what ponies are doing behind those doors, we will publish the answer in the Foal Free Press, and everypony will cheer us as the Cutie Mark Crusaders Mystery Investigators!”








Looking back, I think that was when the situation spun out of control. Before then, we just listened outside a few ponies’ doors, which I fully admit was wrong of us. But afterward we – and by we I mean the entire school – started keeping detailed notes of who visited whose house, at what hours, and we put tape recorders in ponies’ rooms. We took pictures, sometimes through windows. And by the time the week was done, we had more material than I knew what to do with. We had to trim quite a bit out, and we still barely had room for everything in the paper.



I say this not to admit any criminal wrongdoing. And, again, I would like to point out that Ponyville’s municipal code clearly restricts criminal charges against foals under the age of 12. The wise ponies who drafted our laws clearly understood that young foals don’t understand the gravity of their decisions, and it is the height of folly to treat them as lawbreakers when, in fact, they are merely boisterous scamps. 



The index at the back of the issue claims that we successfully uncovered 153 different liaisons, and states which page those accounts and/or pictures may be found on. I understand, now, that these ponies were not keeping secrets from us, or practicing for a play, or wrestling, or any of the other flawed theories we developed. They are ponies who simply enjoy each other’s company in manners that will be explained to me when I am older.



It is not our business what two ponies do in the privacy of their bedrooms – or, sometimes, three or four ponies. Again, I would like to extend a separate, particular apology to Mr. and Mrs. Cake.



To all of the ponies whose trust we violated, again, I apologize. This was a learning experience, but the most important thing we learned is to ask questions when we’re confronted with the unknown. Not to pry.



And if I may, I also learned something about the value of forgiveness. Already, Applejack has forgiven me for what I did, and she says that I can move back into the farmhouse after the first major snowfall. Until then, the hayloft in the barn is comfortable, warm, and far more than I deserve. Every time I fall asleep in it, listening to the lowing cows below me, and the bats in the rafters above me, I am reminded of her love.



I hear Sweetie Belle has likewise been forgiven. Ultimately, we hope Rarity will return to Ponyville, and again make beautiful dresses for us.



Before I turn the floor back over to the mayor, and you discuss whatever punishments may be appropriate for us, I want to remind everypony that we have already been grounded. In fact, the shame we have experienced, knowing the pain we unwittingly caused for our families, friends and neighbors, is ultimately far worse than any actual punishment you could decide upon. We’ve really already been punished.



Finally, I would like to once again remind everypony that there will be a bake sale outside the school starting tomorrow and lasting for the foreseeable future. 



Thank you for your time.
      

      
   
      Unlocked Emotions


      

      
      
         Life can really throw you a curveball.



It was an incredibly cold day. The entire window was covered under a heap of mist and snow and my hooves were frozen, as were my mane, tail and body.



I felt incredibly cold… period. I can tell you that much.



I can’t really find any fault in the weather for how I felt: I’ve faced worst winters before. Heard from my coworkers that this winter’s the worst in Neigh York history.



Well… they used to be.



Don’t seem unfair to say that, really: In all the ten odd years I lived in this apartment, I’ve never experienced winters any worst than this.



Hay, and all the scientists were talking about, what? That Equestria was set to get hotter by several degrees Fahrenheit at best by the next ten, twenty years? Bullshit.



And I cursed and swore how it had to come in right around when I was laid off, too.



It wasn’t the best job to get in such a big city, sure… but I got on well in it. A stallion like me wouldn’t be able to find any good jobs in this economy unless a degree went and hit me on the head, so I’d made do.



Did it for ten years, too, until the company… ‘tanked’ like that. Said that they’d only be able to afford the young ones and put me on a one month severance pay.



That was a month after that then. Managed to save more than I usually did, but it would still only last me the next month.



I went and checked that everything was in order, had my resume tucked in my bag, made sure nothing could burn the place down, all windows were closed and that the place was relatively clean. Had a few magazines laying around, but otherwise, I was good to go.



I trotted over to the door, wore my boots and stepped out into the corridor.



I only looked at the elevator briefly before shaking my head, turning and trotting to the stairway we had built into the building back before the elevator was installed. Began climbing the thing down, too, considering I was still able and I needed the heat. Hummed to myself a soft tune as I did so. I kept shivering due to the cold, so I just went and trotted down faster.



I wouldn’t call it problem, but… it wasn’t early mornin’.



It was the af’ternoon. And I’d left my scarf at a friend’s place.



Guess I figured the warming thing wasn’t as crazy an idea as I thought it was.



Down two floors later, having gone past nothing but drywall and empty steps, something unusual happened: I saw somepony trotting down at the same time as me. Everypony seems to like using those new elevators all the time now.



I just don’t see what the fuss is all about.



The jury’s still out on how I feel about it, but did I ever feel grateful for somepony else being there.



… then again, my initial reply was… poorly… poor.



“Hello there.” A chirpy voice appeared from behind me.



I yelled, but not quite. Placed a hoof over my mouth before I could yell even more.



I began a dash to the next floor, trying to ignore the strange pony trailing behind me, who bore some sort of frown at me before reverting to a face more to his tone then.



“I’m sorry that I startled you, I just thought it would be nice to say hi once in awhile to your neighbours.” He huffed the words out, though his smile remained. I didn’t care to look, really, but he told me that he was being sincere about his gesture afterwards, even if his voice didn’t show it.



“No, it’s fine. Just the shit weather we’ve had today.”



“Oh yeah. It’s… shit? I love this kind of weather.” He grinned at me. I didn’t even ask later: I just knew.



“I figured you would.” I rolled my eyes, saying the words in jest. “Many Neigh Yorkers seem not to mind the cold, really.”



“No kidding.” He rolled his eyes back at me and I chuckled. As we reached Floor 8, I seemed to slow down in my trotting as I turned to face this pony, briefly glancing at his blue eyes and glossy light blue mane. He just seemed to smile more as I did that and I couldn’t help but smile along with him now that I saw him.



“Name’s Dryweight. The rudeness was uncalled for.”



“It’s alright, Dryweight.” The other pony giggled and I frowned.



“Dryweight…”



“What’s so funny?”



“It just feels weird to call you that, Dry… weight. Erm, can I call you Dry?” He smiled shyly, rubbing the back of his neck, which started to make me feel all funny…



I just shrugged. “Alright.”



“Coolio.” His grin returned in full force and he held his hoof out to me. I took it in stride.



“My name is Alabaster. Nice to meet you.”



“Alabaster?” He seemed to laugh at the question.



“It means ‘white’.”



“Oh?” I couldn’t help but laugh. “Erm… why is that?”



“Well, both my parents thought it would be a good idea to call me some fancy name relating to that colour; they were told that I was going to be a white-coated pony. Then, I came along into their world with my glorious blue-everything-” He struck a pose and I held back my laughter. “but they decided the name was fine, so it stuck.”



Nevertheless, I blinked at him. Probably more than I ever have.



“Oh, I… see then.” I let my smile shrink. “May I call you Ala?”



I rubbed the back of my neck and laughed softly, inciting a nicker from him. The smile came back again as he nodded slowly, leaning towards me now.



“Okay. But you’ve got to keep what I’ve told you a secret, so shh.” He said, pressing his hoof against my muzzle.



I rolled my eyes and nodded, zipping my mouth with a hoof in exaggeration. He giggled and smiled at me. It became quite a bit of an expectation at this point.



“Now, tell me about how you got your name.” I let out a chuckle at the question and shook my head.



“Well, my name’s boring, because see: I am grey.”



“Yeah.”



“And I was born from two ponies who were construction workers. Well, Dad was the construction worker, but Mum worked for a catering company serving construction workers.”



“So they named you Dryweight because your coat colour was grey.”



“Yeah, exactly!”



“And not because they figured your cutie mark would be a dryweight?” He smirked outright and we both shared a good laugh as we reached the fifth floor.



“Oh yeah, I’ve heard someponies say that. Seems like a number of ponies around here seem to have that themselves. Never really took it to heart for a second.”



“Me neither. It sounds kinda dumb.”



“Mmmhmm…”



That ended the train of conversation that we had going, but I didn’t mind and he didn’t either.



We both trotted along in silence, never really needing to pay any attention to the other at this point. Seems like we hit it off rather quickly and I only felt that when I was working at my old job.



“This pony is doing things to me, I swear…“



Thankfully, he didn’t hear my mumbling. I don’t think I could have handled him breaking down in the middle of the stairway like that.



My old job, though… I think it made me sigh sigh or had a tear in my eye, I don’t know what, but Ala took notice.



“Is something wrong?”



I sighed again, wiped my eyes dry and laughed it off.



“I’m fine. I’ve just been having a rough patch.”



He only seemed to stare off at space as I said that. “Well… maybe you could tell me what’s wrong.” I waved my hoof at him and shook my head.



“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll be fine.” I tried to replicate his smile, but it didn’t stick as well as it did before. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice then, though he is more than aware of my worries now…



I guess he didn’t want to push any further when I had told him not to. I’ve always liked him because of that.



“... well, alright then.” He nodded and caught up to me, slowing down to my speed as we stepped on the third floor.



It made me wonder at that point why I had been craning my head over to glance at the signs of our approach to the first floor.



“Oh, well, have you read the newspaper today?”



“Hmm?” I’m illiterate to the city’s ongoings. I had got better things to do than bother about who is the new pony in power.



That’s now less true in one way.



“I’ll take that as a no.” He laughed weakly and gave another shy smile. Again, a funny feeling overcame me as he did so, possibly moreso than before.



“Well?”



And it felt like…



“...what?”



…worry, maybe?



“Well, what was it?”



What did I have to worry about? He was just a friend.



“Oh, you do want to know?”



I noticed something wrong as his face bore a more… stale expression. The smile I came to be used to on his face was gone now… and so was mine now.



He cleared his throat and spoke dryly. “A new survey showed that most Neigh Yorkers didn’t approve of same-sex couples being together in public.”



…those words mean more to me now, but then…



“I don’t understand.”



“Most ponies don’t like gays or lesbians…”



… it all felt… fuzzy to me.



Didn’t know if it was the chest or the head.



“I don’t follow.” I scratched my head. “You mean… like fags?”



I really was just saying what I remembered my peers said, I honestly didn’t mean to have just spewed that out of my stupid hole and have hurt him so severely…



The way his face fell broke me. Just utterly shattered me.



I think at some point now, I realised that that wasn’t the face I wanted him to wear.



He just shook it off then, shaking his head and smiling again as he wiped the tears from his eyes. “...it’s fine. Let’s just go.”



But… well, he just seemed so…



So… heartbroken.



At that time, I figured what was wrong and what I had to do.



Neigh… what I could and wanted to do.



So… whatever it had been that I was feeling inside…



I went and tried to materialise it by nuzzling him.



My muzzle was burning hot at this point and I had no clue why.



In retrospect, his muzzle was in the same state too. He was probably staring at me with eyes as big as saucers.



I was absolutely clueless about what I had to do at that point, because… Well, nopony really bothered about anypony before in my circles, so I reciprocated the feeling. I mean, don’t get me wrong: I was very close with many of my former coworkers, but we always struck out on our own with our feelings, so I always did just that.



But not here.



He cared enough to talk to me and ask me what was wrong, so I’ll care for him back.



And, well… I wanted to do that.



I felt like I needed to, too, after what I had let slip from my tongue.



Shock was the only word I could think of to describe his face then.



In the same position, I would be as well, but not for the reasons I felt that he was then, at least, not there and then.



All I could do then was to silently prompt him to follow me down to the ground floor.



He followed along, his muzzle now bearing an unsure smile.



I copied it to a tee, another blush now on my face.








As we approached the door to the building’s staircase, I began to shiver and shake, cursing how I had left my scarf at a former coworker’s house.



“Do you need anything?” Ala looked at me and smiled with the same earnest that I had seen before and I smiled, shaking my head.



“Not really, I’m fine with-”



I then noticed that Ala brought his muzzle close to my neck, returning what I had done for him. I felt my entire body jolt and I stared down at him in awe, both of our faces likely really red at that point.



He then brought his muzzle to his scarf, delicately bringing the fabric around my neck as quickly as he pulled it off from his own.



Smiling warmly in the closeness of the winter weather, he pressed his lips against my own gently and gave a wink, which brushed out a single tear from his eye.



My guilt briefly doubled. I’ve got to stop being so blunt…



“... that’s what gays do.”



All I could do was nod slowly and laughed, shaking my head as butterflies filled my stomach.



“... so it’s like… love stories… but with two stallions?”



Ala simply nodded. “Yeah…”



If that was the thing that gays did… then… well, I am gay.



“Then… a fag is…?”



He cringed at the word and I sighed, looking away from him.



Irregardless, Ala looked straight at me.



“It’s a bad word.”



He smiled weakly at me, placing his hoof on my chest as a warm feeling overcame me again, even as he said what he had said. “That’s all you need to know right now.”



I’ve never felt anything like this for anypony before… except at that moment. I still haven’t, really.



I don’t think I understood then why that was a bad thing. And I still don’t understand it now.



I looked up at the stairway worriedly and all he did was giggle, tapping my shoulder gently.



“Don’t worry: I’ve been up and down here for a year now, during the same time. Everypony seems to either use the elevator or be out of work right now.”



I chuckled, shaking my head. “I used to be one of those ponies.”



All he could do was stare at me, all bug eyed as he seemed to figure it out himself why I had… done whatever it was I did that got his attention.



“...you were retrenched.”



I sighed and shrugged. “The fancy term: I was laid off.”



“Same difference, silly.” He sighed softly, wrapping a hoof around my neck as he pulled me close to his body, pressing his cheek against mine.



I couldn’t really see anything clearly at this point, though the only thing I remembered for certain was the feeling of warmth, both in my cheeks and in my chest, as he comforted me in silence, saying nothing as he brought his hoof through my mane.



“It’s… it’s alright…” I mumbled, pulling away slowly as I gave a warm smile at him, patting his shoulder as gently as I could. “I’ll be fine. But thanks anyways.”



Ala let out a hearty laugh and nodded, pulling away from me with a bashful smile.



Slowly, I pulled his scarf over my muzzle and turned to him, my smile fading away as I saw him shivering like I did back then.



I pulled the scarf off of my neck and laid it over his neck, feeling his shallow breathing on my chest briefly, sending another jolt down my back. I composed myself and pulled away, looking down at Ala with a gentle grin.



“You’re smaller than me, you need this more than I do. I’ve been out in colder conditions numerous times.”



Ala smiled coyly and nodded. “If you insist.”



The two of us trotted out of the stairway and pulled away. My smile was shortly gone as we were greeted with a few ponies, all trotting about as they stared at us for a short while before they went and did their own things.



Ala kept his warm smile regardless and turned to me. “I live in the first unit to the right of the corridor. You can come in after six.”



He looked around quickly before giving me a peck on the cheek, running off as he waved to me.



“Goodbye, Dry!”



The last of his laughter lingered in my ears as I stood up, shivering ever so slightly as I left the building’s lobby into the unforgiving cold.



But, then again… the cold didn’t seem so bad anymore.



Even in spite of what other ponies might think of it.



Then and now, all of it felt… balmy?



That would be a good word for it. Yeah, balmy, calm and contented with somepony to call my own and for him to do the same…



It probably was a happier day than I could express properly.



So, instead, with a grin plastered on my face, I trotted down briskly towards my first job opening, turning back briefly to glance at the doors that hid away this chance encounter we had… as well as the many more times we shared together as one.



Away from everypony’s eyes.



And away from the unrelenting nightmare of a winter.



‘... I probably don’t need the scarf all that much now.’



With those thoughts, I hurried on my way to the train station, the smile lingering on my face as the thought of facing my friends slowly ate away at me.



For I knew that, at the end of the day, we were still together.



As one.



In the safety of our home.
      

      
   
      Audit


      

      
      
         “Hey, Spike, could you take some time today and find all the pantries and storerooms in the castle? We can’t just keep piling up supplies in the front hall. Oh, and while you’re at it, make a list of what supplies we already have.”



It was not the first time Twilight had casually doubled Spike’s workload for the day with a single offhoof comment. Nor would it be the last, he knew, for such is an assistant’s lot. The fact that Twilight didn’t think about how much work she had just handed him was not a flaw in their relationship, or a failing on her part. His job was to make sure she didn’t have to think about the little things, and thereby to leave her free to attend to her more important work. If she ever handed him an impossible task he would let her know. This task however was merely onerous, and so all he said was: “Sure thing, Twilight.”



Then, when she was out of sight, he let out a long sigh and dragged his claws down his face. He shook his head, and then trudged to the front hall, where the supplies were stacked. Though the castle was Twilight’s home, she was not quite moved in, and so the vast majority of her things were stacked like cargo just inside the castle doors. There was a pile of books that had survived the destruction of the library, and beside it, a basket of fresh grass, apples, and alfalfa that Applejack had brought. There were gifts from the townsfolk, some as small as wall decorations, some as large as furniture.



Spike’s claw-tips produced a distinctive clicking as he made the long walk from the grand stair to the center of the room. The front hall was an entrance fit for a Princess, two stories high in its own right, with an arched ceiling supported by two fluted crystal columns. Banners with Twilight’s cutie mark hung from the eaves, each subtly different from the one before it. The whole castle was like that, covered in subtle swirls of color that never quite repeated themselves.



Spike spent a while looking at the swirls as he walked, idly wondering if there was a pattern. There didn’t seem to be one. He also wondered if they were purely decorative or if they served a practical purpose. Certainly, they did nothing to muffle the distinctive clicking of his claws, or the thump of ponies’ hooves. 



It didn’t take him long to reach the pile, just to the left of the golden double doors that were the castle’s front entrance. Spike already knew the order of the pile, and so he proceeded directly to the large, red couch that defined its door-facing edge. The couch was a gift from Davenport, along with the crate that rested on top of it. Using his claws as an impromptu wedge, he pried the top of the crate off and tossed it to the floor.



Inside the crate was a collection of quills, parchment, and bottles of ink. Some distant part of Spike’s mind noted that he would have to prepare a list of ponies for Twilight to thank once the gift sorting was done, but that task would wait for another day. Instead retrieved a quill, a bottle of ink, and one of the larger rolls of parchment. He then replaced the top of the crate, put the bottle of ink upon it, and wetted the tip of the quill. He unrolled the parchment, and using the top of the crate as a writing desk, he wrote.



AUDIT OF FRIENDSHIP CASTLE STORAGE SPACE AND SUPPLIES

14-5-1004



Spike paused his writing as he considered how best to format the report. Given the size of the castle, a simple list would quickly become unwieldy, and Spike knew that Twilight was very particular about how her information was organized. He considered creating a separate page for every room with a summary at the front, but quickly rejected the notion—such a report would quickly grow thick as a book, and more importantly, the summary would rely on his judgement as to what was and wasn’t important in the new crystal palace. He wasn’t ready to make that sort of assessment.



After a few long seconds of thought, he decided that his best option was a sorted list by categories: Floor, Room, Storage Container/Spaces, Supplies Present. He ticked the four categories off on his fingers, and then elected to add a fifth: Supplies Required. That would do as a summary for Twilight to read quickly if they had to put together a shopping list later.



He lifted the quill to the paper, paused a moment more, and then started his first entry.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Entrance Hall

SPACE: Temporary Pile



He paused in his writing to hop down from the couch, circling the pile as he carefully noted its contents. Most of what he found was already known to him, but he knew Twilight would want him to be thorough. Between counting the numerous boxes and prying open the sealed crates, it took him nearly half an hour to finish the entry.



SUPPLIES PRESENT: x1 Red Couch, x20 Ink Bottles, x100 Parchment Scrolls, x20 Quills, x1 Basket of Assorted Food, x1 Box of Soap, x5 Bundles of Hay, x4 kg Food Quality Sapphires, x1 Telescope, x1 Box of Assorted Decorations, x3 Crates of Surviving Library Items (Unsorted), x56 Damaged Books (Unsorted), x1 Chest of Drawers, x1 Hoof Carved Statue of Twilight (Dubious Quality), x100 Blank Books, x1 Beautification Kit, x1 Jewelry Care Kit, x1 Wing Care Kit, x5 Bottles of Wing Oil, x10 Cutlery Plate and Bowl Set, x102 Unsorted Letters, x55 Unopened Gift Boxes

SUPPLIES REQUIRED:



After one more check of the pile to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, he started a careful circuit of the entrance hall. The sorting system he was using required him to go in order—all the supplies in each space, then all the spaces in each room, then all the rooms on each floor. If he missed one, he’d have to start that part of the list over, and he didn’t want to think about how much rewriting that would involve.



It wasn’t long before he located a small, discreet door behind the main stairwell. Opening it, he found that the space under the steps was hollow, allowing room for a supply closet. It was cramped and full of shelving, and though the shelves were mostly empty, it did contain a few notable items: A lensegrinders wheel, a box of jewelers tools, and some sort of wire tangle on the end of a long crystal pole. After a few long seconds of consideration, Spike decided it was a mop, or possibly a brush. He picked up his quill, and made an addition to his original entry.



SPACE: Temporary Pile, Storage Closet



He then appended the wheel, box, and brush onto the end of the list of supplies, and added “Glass Cleaner (?), Note: Find out about this,” to the formally blank list of supplies needed. That satisfied his curiosity for the moment, and he returned to his task.



Spike searched for another ten minutes more before he decided he really had found everything there was to find in the entrance hall. During that time, he found several decorative chests of drawers, several candleholders, and nearly a dozen pots he suspected were meant to contain houseplants. He dutifully added the drawers to the list of storage spaces, and the wood varnish, candles, and plants to the list of supplies needed.



As Spike scribbled away, he could faintly hear the thump of pony hooves coming from upstairs, along with muffled conversation. Briefly, he chuckled at the thought that the crystal castle carried more sounds than just his claws. The crystal empire was that way too, but the crystal ponies seemed to be able to move quietly when they wanted to. Spike hoped there was a trick to it that he and Twilight could learn, otherwise they wouldn’t have much privacy from each other at all.



After a moment, Spike shoved such thoughts aside, and shook his head. He had work enough today without getting distracted. Lifting the scroll to his face, he reviewed his work so far.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Entrance Hall

SPACE: Temporary Pile, Storage Closet, Chest of Drawers (x4)

SUPPLIES PRESENT: x1 Red Couch, x20 Ink Bottles, x100 Parchment Scrolls, x20 Quills, x1 Basket of Assorted Food, x1 Box of Soap, x5 Bundles of Hay, x4 kg Food Quality Sapphires, x1 Telescope, x1 Box of Assorted Decorations, x3 Crates of Surviving Library Items (Unsorted), x56 Damaged Books (Unsorted), x1 Chest of Drawers, x1 Hoof Carved Statue of Twilight (Dubious Quality), x100 Blank Books, x1 Beautification Kit, x1 Jewelry Care Kit, x1 Wing Care Kit, x5 Bottles of Wing Oil, x10 Cutlery Plate and Bowl Set, x102 Unsorted Letters, x55 Unopened Gift Boxes

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Glass Cleaner (?) Note: Find out about this, Wood Varnish, Candles, Potted Plants



It seemed so little for nearly an hours labor, but Spike had been Twilight’s assistant long enough to know that it represented a substantive amount of progress. His work in the entrance hall done, he turned towards the sapphire-blue door to the left of the main stair, headed deeper into the first floor.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Vestibule

SPACE: Small Closet

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Toilet

SPACE: Space Under Sink

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Toiletries



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Formal Reception

SPACE: Small Closet, Chest of Drawers (x2)

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Wood Varnish



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Small Library

SPACE: Shelves, Desk, Plant Pot

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Wood Varnish, Paper, Parchment, Quills, Ink, Wax, Books, Plant



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Chandelier Reception Room

SPACE: Small Closet

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Unsure, Note: Check with Rarity what this room is for. It seems fancy.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Wind Chime Reception Room

SPACE: Closet

SUPPLIES PRESENT: Spare Chimes, Chime Cleaning Rod (?)

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Unsure, Note: There seem to be vents to disturb the chimes and make them play but I’m not sure how to turn them on. No levers or switches or anything.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Small Study

SPACE: Desk, Shelf, Map Case, Scroll Rack

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Wood Varnish, Paper, Parchment, Quills, Ink, Wax, Books, Map/Poster, Scrolls



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Dressing Room

SPACE: Closet, Chest of Drawers, Cabinet, Vanity, Armoire

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Wood Varnish, Makeup (?), Clothes (?)



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Small Bedroom

SPACE: Cabinet, Small Trunk

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None until a pony moves in? Not sure who this bedroom is for. Connects directly to dressing room so I guess they go together.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Attached Bathroom

SPACE: Cabinet Behind Mirror, Space Under Sink

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Toiletries



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Very Small Bedroom

SPACE: Trunk

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None. Not sure who this bedroom is for either. Smaller than most closets. Connects directly to dressing room.



Spike was still struggling to figure out why there would be two bedrooms on the first floor when he realized he was finished with the east wing of the building. He walked back the way he’d came, through the strange bedrooms and the funny reception halls, wondering all the while what they were for. He couldn't imagine Twilight ever using them—while they hadn’t stayed the night in the castle yet, her bedroom was on the top floor and it was beautiful. He couldn't imagine they were guest rooms either, or if they were they were uncomfortably small and oddly placed.



He crossed the wide hall to the west side of the building, turning down the first hallway he saw. He expected it to immediately terminate in a room, but instead found it stretching a long way in front of him, all the way towards what must have been the front face of the building. Puzzled, he hurried down it, and soon found himself facing a small door. He pushed it open, and stepped through into the room on the other side.



There was not much to the room—it was perhaps the size of a large walk-in closet, perfectly square, and undecorated. A rack of some kind adorned one of the walls, though Spike had no idea what it was meant to hold. Spike would have considered it nothing more than an unremarkable storeroom were it not for the windows adorning the east and south facing walls. To the east, the room had an excellent view of the entrance hall, while the south facing window looked out directly over the castle steps. Spike could recall no such windows on the outside of the building, and certainly none in the entrance hall.



Wondering if the windows opened, Spike reached out to touch the east-facing window, but his claws passed right through without resistance. Startled, he lept back as though stung, but when nothing stranger happened, his courage recovered. He advanced on the window, and carefully lifted one foot, pressing it forward through the crystal. The next followed, and Spike stepped out into the entrance hall, emerging next to the pile. He turned back to the wall, but when he attempted to pass through it, he found it to be as solid as it looked.



“A one way door? Why would there be a one-way door in... oh.” Realization came to him. “I get it.”



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Guard Post

SPACE: Spear Rack

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: 



Spike hesitated a moment as his quill hovered over the last line. Then he finished the entry.



SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Spears



That room finished, Spike didn’t see much point in walking the long way around to reenter it. Instead, he headed back into the west hall, to take stock of the other rooms there.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Receptionists’ Area

SPACE: x6 Crystal Desks, Large Scroll Rack

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Paper, Parchment, Quills, Ink, Wax



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: White Hall

SPACE: Decorative Nooks x10, Plant Pots x10

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Plants



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Back Entrance

SPACE: Trunk

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Gardening Stuff (?), Overlooks Lake Behind Castle + Garden



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Garden Terrace

SPACE: Lots of Plant Boxes

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Gardener, definitely. Maybe that’s what the extra bedroom is for?



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Semi-Circular Hall

SPACE: Glass Display Cabinet, Bookshelves

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Books, Awards (?), Trophies (?). Not sure if this is a fancy place space or a private space for Twilight to relax.



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Ruby Reception Room

SPACE: Small Closet

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Bathroom

SPACE: Cabinet Behind Mirror, Space Under Sink

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Toiletries



FLOOR: 1 (Ground)

ROOM: Cargo Room + Side Entrance

SPACE: Lots of Open Floor

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None (?), there’s a dumbwaiter and an extra stairwell here, so I think this is just a place for taking supplies in.



“Would have been nice to know about this place before we started stacking stuff up in the front hall,” Spike grumbled as he finished the entry. The oversight wasn’t really anypony’s fault though. Between returning Tirek to Tartarus, collecting Twilight’s things from the remains of the library, time with Princess Celestia, and ponies celebrating the return of their magic, even Twilight had barely spent any time in her new palace. It was entirely possible there were whole wings of the palace Twilight had yet to put her hoof in, though that would probably change soon.



Having reached the far western side of the building, Spike tilted his head up towards the second floor. He did one last circuit of the first floor to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, and then returned to the cargo room, taking the stairwell there instead of the grand central entrance. That way, he reasoned, he would start on the west side of the building and could proceed steadily east, instead of all this back-and-forth nonsense.



The stairwell took him up one floor and then deposited him in one of the largest kitchens he’d ever seen. It was a box of refrigerators, cabinets, stoves, ovens, and more, all centered around three long crystalline countertops that stretched for a good ten paces each. Hundreds of pots and pants hung from the ceiling, utterly still and silent.



“Heh,” Spike said, just to break the silence of the dim space. He licked his lips. Then he spoke again, “Well, Twilight won’t go hungry at least.” After a moment more, he lifted the scroll to his quill.



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Kitchen

SPACE: Cabinets (x80), Refrigerators (x10), Baskets (x10), Drawers (x40)

SUPPLIES PRESENT: Numerous pots, pans, cutlery, etc. No food or consumables.

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Food



Spike looked at that last word for a moment, and wondered if he’d made a mistake. The entry seemed trite—obviously, food went in the kitchen—and he wondered if he shouldn't do a proper survey and count all the pots and pans. As his entry stood, it was only telling Twilight what she already knew.



Eventually though, he decided against it. It could take hours to take inventory of this one room, and he doubted Twilight would do anything with the information. For that matter, he doubted this kitchen would get that much use. It was impressive, but it was two floors down from the bedroom—very inconvenient. It was probably just for having guests over or preparing food for parties and the like.



Three doors lead out of the kitchen, plus the stair spike had come from. He picked one of the doors at random, and pushed out into a large dining hall, with a single massive table and space for perhaps fifty ponies at a time. He hesitated at the sight, freezing and then taking a step backwards. His claws curled to find purchase on the hard floor, producing a shrill scraping sound as they dug into the crystal.



The shriek of dragon’s claws on crystal snapped Spike out of his thoughts, and he jumped as though stung. Looking down, he could see that his claws had dug a deep furrow in the previously flawless floor. The crystal palace, it seemed, was no more resistant to dragon magic than any of the gemstones he ate.



Spike swallowed as he looked at the scratch. Then he looked at the dining hall before him. It was cruder than the other rooms—not ugly, but unfurnished, with no decorations and a plain table without space at its head. Lighting came from the windows and three crystal globes embedded in the ceiling, lacking any shade or cover.



Gradually, Spike raised his quill to the page.



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: 



Again, he hesitated, a full count of three passing before he wrote again.



ROOM: Servants’ Dining Hall

SPACE: Central Table

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



He concluded the entry with a sharp motion of the quill, and quickly moved to the next room, picking a door at random.



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Suite of Servants’ Quarters

SPACE: x20 Tiny Bedrooms, Bathroom at End of Hall

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Mattresses, Sheets, Pillows, Toiletries



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Scribes’ Offices

SPACE: x10 Desks, x5 Bookshelves, x10 Map Cases, Large Scroll Rack

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Paper, Parchment, Quills, Ink, Wax, Seals, Maps/Posters, Scrolls



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Bathroom

SPACE: Cabinet Behind Mirror, Space Under Sink

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Toiletries



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Small Library

SPACE: Bookshelves

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Books



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Armory

SPACE: Spear Rack, Sword Rack, Crossbow Rack, Quiver Rack

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Spears, Swords, Crossbows, Arrows/Bolts



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Barracks

SPACE: x20 Trunks

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Mattresses, Sheets, Pillows



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Bathroom

SPACE: Cabinet Behind Mirror, Space Under Sink

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Toiletries



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Diamond Reception Room

SPACE: Small Cabinet

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Candles (?), Room is transparent. Bright during the day but I don’t see any light source for at night.



Spike’s roundabout circuit of the second floor finally took him back towards the center. Facing west again, he emerged out onto the top of the central stair, entering what Twilight had called the rotunda. It was a large, cylindrical room with doors that connected it to the scribes’ offices and the diamond room. A winding stair lead up to the third floor, wrapped around the south facing wall. The north wall faced the rear of the castle with six huge windows. The windows were smoked however, and so offered no view of the lake behind the castle. When he had first seen the room right after Tirek’s defeat, Spike had thought that somewhat strange.



FLOOR: 2

ROOM: Stained Glass Room

SPACE: None

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



Finished with the second floor, Spike proceeded directly to the third, emerging in the main library. This was the floor he already knew fairly well, as Twilight had spend the most time here since her arrival. It was also the most open floor, and when Spike reached it, he could hear Twilight and her friends not far away. Their conversations were still not quite legible, but he gathered that they were exploring. Probably somewhere up on the fourth floor.



Spike found himself rushing as he moved from room to room. Great Library, Diamond Ballroom, Reading Room, Working Study, Map Room, Hall of Records, Billiard Hall, Balcony, Court. His detailed and well written entries from the first floor soon degraded into a collection of scrawl and slash marks, ending with the final room off the main stair.



FLOOR: 3

ROOM: Bathroom

SAME AS THE OTHERS



Ending the entry with a dot, Spike rushed up the steps to the fourth floor. They hadn’t explored this floor much, except to note that it was mostly luxury accommodations and that the stairs opened into a beautiful indoor garden space, full of statues and empty plant boxes. Spike could make out pony voices, and heard Twilight’s voice as she giggled at some joke—but the crystal played tricks on his ears, and the sound seemed to come from all directions at once.



“Twilight?” he called out, running to the first door he saw. Pulling it open, he found himself looking in on a lavish dressing room, ringed by crystal mirrors on all sides. Two doors connected to it, one breaking left, and one breaking right. Spike pulled open the door on the left first, revealing a spacious set of quarters, centered around a crystalline four-posted bed. The room was gorgeous, but the bed was bare, lacking a mattress.



“Twilight?” Spike called again, hurrying to the door on the right. That door also opened to a bedroom though—a dark, cramped space, linked to a tiny bathroom. “Twilight!?”



“In here, Spike!” Twilight called back to him. He broke into a sprint at the sound of her voice, rushing out of the dressing room and back into the indoor garden. He sped across the way, throwing open a set of doors. This room was an elegant dining hall, with a throne at one end of the table fit for a princess, but Twilight was not here either. She was closer though—and he picked up his pace.



“Twilight!?” he called. Portrait room. Stone Hall. And then he threw open one more door.



“Spike!” Twilight said, as he burst into the room. “What’s wrong?”



Spike slid a stop on smooth crystal, blinking his slitted eyes at the sight in front of him. The entire room was devoted to a bath—or a series of baths. Numerous hot tubs and communal spaces were fed by a large central pool which was in turn fed by a fountain in the shape of six noble ponies, one of each gender and race. Transparent crystal barriers let through light where it was welcome, while smoked barriers gave privacy where it was desirable. It took Spike awhile to find Twilight in it all, but he eventually spotted her on the rooms far side. She was with the others, all six of the former Elements of Harmony relaxing together in the water.



“Spike?” Twilight repeated, waving him over with a hoof. All six of the girls were staring at him. “Is something wrong?”



“Huh?” Spike lifted his head suddenly, and then picked up his feet to move over her way. “Oh, no,” he said as he moved their way, his scroll tucked under his arm. “No. Nothing is wrong. I just wasn’t sure where you were. Are you uh... having fun exploring?”



“Oh, absolutely!” Rarity said. She was resting with her head on the edge of the pool, her body submerged beneath the water of one of the hotter tubs. “This place is simply divine. It’s like all the best parts of Canterlot and the Crystal Empire combined.”



“Eh, it’s okay I guess,” Rainbow Dash offered another opinion, swimming in one of the deeper pools nearby. “You know. I could hang out here if Twilight wants to or whatever.”



Twilight laughed gently and glanced at Rainbow Dash, shaking her head. “We got a little sidetracked,” she admitted to Spike, turning back to face him. “Is that the list of supplies?”



“Uh... it’s not done yet.” Spike glanced down at the scroll. “I still have to finish this floor and do the top floor.”



“Okay,” Twilight said, nodding to the corner of the bath house. “When you do this room, don’t forget to note that we’ll need actual cleaning supplies. There are racks for soap and stuff but they’re empty.”



“Right. Got it,” Spike nodded. “And you’ll be here when I’m done?”



“Yup. We’re just having fun talking,” Twilight nodded back to Spike. After a few moments of silence, she added, “Was... there anything else?”



“Uh, nope. That was it. Enjoy the uh... pool!” Spike turned and hurried away, back into the rest of the floor.



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Crystal Bath

SPACE: Shower Rooms, Changing Rooms, Soap/Supply Racks

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Soap, Shower Supplies, Spa Stuff (Talk to Aloe About This)



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Formal Dining Hall

SPACE: Cabinets

SUPPLIES PRESENT: Formal Cutlery

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Winter Garden

SPACE: Plant Boxes

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Plants



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Balcony

SPACE: None

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Grand Dressing Room (x5)

SPACE: Vanity, Cabinet, Closet, Chest of Drawers, Trunk

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: None



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Grand Bedroom (x5)

SPACE: Cabinet, Closet, Desk, Attached Bathroom

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Mattress, Sheets, Pillows, Parchment, Ink, Wax, Quills, Toiletries



FLOOR: 4

ROOM: Servant’s Quarters (x6)

SPACE: Trunk

SUPPLIES PRESENT: None

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Mattress, Sheets, Pillows, Toiletries



Spike emerged from the last of the fourth floor servant’s quarters, and found himself facing a small stairwell headed up. It wasn’t the main stair to the fifth floor that he and Twilight had used during the first visit, but he took it anyway, slowly trudging up the stairs. He emerged into a small but well equipped kitchen, with a dumbwaiter that went down. Probably to the main kitchen below. He looked around and took stock, and lifted the scroll to his quill. He did not write anything however, and after a moment, he put the scroll back down.



Picking a door at random, he found himself in Twilight’s bedroom. It occupied most of the fifth and final floor, with a grand four-poster bed raised on a dias that swept into a recessed area below. That area was filled with desks, spaces for charts, and a small library all its own. The bed itself was big enough to accommodate a dozen ponies if they squeezed—or perhaps, big enough to accommodate two ponies the size of Princess Celestia with room to spare.



It didn’t have a mattress yet. Spike lifted the scroll to his quill, but again wrote nothing down.



There were four doors exiting the room, not counting the main stair back down or the door he’d just come through. The first of those, near the kitchen, lead to another bedroom. Spike wasn’t sure what this space was for. It looked too nice to be servant’s quarters, with its own window, a wide bed, and reasonably spacious accommodations. After a few long second of fruitless thought, he left it alone.



The second door by the shelves, lead to a yet another bedroom. This one was as cramped as a servant’s, but not as small. Instead, the space was taken up by a broad desk, chart racks on the wall, a bookshelf, and a scribe’s desk. All the racks were empty, and there was nothing on the desk. Spike left this room alone as well.



The third door, opposite the kitchen, lead to a private bathroom. This one was not at all like the others, circular in design and ringed with regularly spaced mirrors so an occupant could see themselves from any angle just by turning their head. The shower was a crystalline box just smaller than a double bed, filled with jets, nozzles, and showerheads controlled by a small array of switches on the inner wall. Spike left that room alone as well.



The last door, directly next to the bed, lead to a small square room with brightly colored walls. It was empty, save for a single wardrobe, lacking any other fixtures or furniture. Puzzled, Spike stepped up to the wardrobe and pulled it open. Inside, he found a series of what looked like fence sections. Each was a rectangle of crystal, perhaps three fourths the height of a pony, with bars running between the edges like a fence or a jail cell. There were five of them, and each was jointed at the edges, clearly designed to fit together.



“Why would there be... oh.” Realization came to him. “I get it.”



Spike lifted the scroll, and this time, he wrote.



FLOOR: 5

ROOM: Nursery

SPACE: Wardrobe

SUPPLIES PRESENT: Foal Pen

SUPPLIES REQUIRED: Nothing yet.
      

      
   
      The Arena


      

      
      
         To Her Royal Highness, Princess Celestia, Sol Invictus and Sun-Bearer,



I have received your request, and herein shall endeavor to offer what assistance I may. It is, of course, expected that you should turn to your former ambassador to the Griffic lands for counsel regarding the nature and disposition of the new Empress, but I am afraid there is precious little insight I can offer in this matter. As you may recall, the Empress—then Archduchess, and eldest daughter of the Emperor—was little in the public eye during my time in the Griffic capital of Aigléon, as the former Emperor, Achille de l'Arène, had not then begun grooming her for the succession. 



And yet, there is one experience I can share which may shed some light upon her personnage. I shall tell it as best I am able, and if it is sufficiently opaque that its interpretation has eluded me these years, then perhaps you may nevertheless find it offers some guidance into what sort of a leader she shall be. For what I now put to paper is, I believe, known only to myself and the Empress among all those alive today: that she once was tested in the Arena.



Among the griffons, there is a saying which perhaps you have heard: “de l'Arène, vérité.” To put it in Equish words: “from the Arena, truth.” I have seen the truth of the Arena many times, and I am certain there is truth contained in what I here record to the best of my abilities.



I must, perforce, preface this with an accounting of the Arena and its purpose. I do not doubt that you are well familiar with both the structure and its function, but I fear that many ponies, and perhaps even your Highness, fail to truly understand it. Too often, I have heard other ambassadors and serviceponies speak of its barbarism and cruelty, and dismiss it as a relic of a society which lacks our culture and civility. I do not say these accusations are false, but neither do I think them wholly fair and accurate, and so I must begin with the Arena itself.



It is the nature of society to produce law, and it is the nature of law to require enforcement; this both ponies and griffons know and accept. It is further the nature of enforcement that, on those occasions where a case must be prosecuted, some doubt is always present. Sometimes it is unknown whether the accused has truly committed the crime. On other occasions the fact of guilt is known, but other doubts remain to cloud judgement. Perhaps there is a question of intent, or an uncertain element of redress. In Equestria, it is the practice of judges to examine these uncertainties, to determine to the best of their abilities what is most likely to be true, and to rule accordingly. This system is so familiar to ponies that its logic is hardly questioned.



Among the griffons, a very different perspective is held. They, too, recognize that uncertainty is at the heart of cases of law. But they do not accept that a third party may presume sit in judgement of competing or uncertain claims. Hence, the Arena.



It is the duty of a Griffic magistrate not to adjudicate truth, but to find what uncertainty lies at the heart of each case brought before him. He then determines two judgements: one for each possible answer to that uncertainty. These judgements are then given form, and the accused is brought to the Arena.



In the Arena, the accused’s wings are bound and claws hobbled with ceremonial gloves, and he is brought to the center of that massive stadium, the seats invariably filled with onlookers, for the Arena is open and free to the public, and many flock to the spectacle. Before him are two doors, behind each of which lies one of the magistrate's judgements. The accused must open one of these doors, unknowing of which judgement lies on the other side, and so determine his fate.



This system was devised many years ago by the first Emperess, who took the surname de l'Arène from her signature achievement. For here, she had devised a perfectly fair system of justice. None in attendance, not even the magistrate presiding over the case, would know which of the two doors held which judgement, and those portals were ensorcelled such that no sound or hint of their contents could be discerned from the other side. And so, the uncertainty was resolved without any hint of unfairness. How could the system be unfair, if the subject was free to chose either door, with no compulsion to favor one over the other? Thus was judgement rendered, and blind justice administered.



It has been said by many ponies that this is barbaric and cruel, to condemn an accused griffon in the name of simple chance. I put these very words to one magistrate early in my service at Aigléon, in fact, and he was quick to retort: is it not equally unfair to condemn an accused pony based on the whims of judge? Is it not more unfair, even? A judge may be corrupted, may be prejudiced, may be blinded by his own preconceptions. But in the Arena, the accused holds his fate in his claws, and this is something that the justice of Equestria, for all its much-touted mercy and compassion, cannot claim. 



I do not say that the griffons are right in their thinking, but neither do I say they are wrong, and I believe that ponies should not be so quick to revile their practices. More than that, I have sat in the Arena many times, perhaps more than any other pony, and I can attest to the power it holds over the psyche. I am ashamed of this, as well I should be. For I reveled in what I saw, yet was nauseated by my own fascination. The door opens, and justice is delivered at once. And it is satisfying. It is raw gratification of a thinking creature’s need for closure, for determination. In the Arena, that determination is instant and absolute, and there can be nothing more horrifying and fulfilling. And the matter of which judgement shall be rendered is left solely in the claws of the accused; of the single creature who knows beyond all doubt which result is just, and can fairly reveal it. I came to understand those words, “de l'Arène, vérité.” The determination is made, and there can be no questioning the impartiality of that determination. Truth, reduced to its simplest form.



I watched an accused thief open a door to find a key to his bindings; he unlocked his claws and wings, and then flew from the arena without prejudice. I watched another open a door to find a soldier armed with an axe and chopping block, and I watched as that soldier lifted the thief’s severed right claw above his head while the crowd’s cheers drowned out shrieks of pain. I watched a griffon who had sold state secrets open a door, and find a dagger within. I could not fathom the purpose of this judgement, until a Griffic aide explained the case more thoroughly to me: the accused had confessed to the deed, and his treason was not in question. What remained unknown was whether he had done so, as he claimed, in order to spare his deeply-indebted son from destitution, or if he had done so for more selfish reasons. At stake was not his guilt or innocence, but his honor. Only then did I understand the relief on the accused’s face as he took the dagger, carefully set it against the arena wall, and hurled his breast upon it. The truth of his claim had been shown, and he was given the chance to face his sentence honorably.



I watched many cases, and in each, the resolution was swift and decisive. Indeed, I found the Arena sickeningly compelling, and while most ponies who find themselves in Aigléon shudder at the very thought of the place, I found myself drawn back again and again. My regular attendance was noticed by Emperor Achille—as the only pony to come, day after day, I could hardly be missed—and took to inviting me to attend the Arena with him on those days when he made an appearance, placing me at his side in the Imperial Box. I believe to found me an amusing novelty, and would often ask me what a pony would think of one “sentence” or another. I indulged the Emperor, of course, and I believe that our time together in the Arena served your Highness’s diplomatic interests admirably, for I found many opportunities thereupon to speak with the Emperor, and to press him on various Equestrian interests. However, I found attending the Arena with him a distinctly unpleasant experience; the way he looked at me, it was clear that he viewed me as the punchline to some joke made at the expense of equinity as a whole, and the plain delight he took in the most vicious judgements of the Arena only made my shame at sharing those feelings more acute. 



I hope you will forgive me my lengthy preamble, but I feel that this background is necessary in order to properly place the event I now intend to relate, and which I hope will prove of some value to you in your evaluation of the Empress. For whatever my misgivings about Griffic justice, and they are many, I have come to fervently believe that de l'Arène, vérité. This is my account of the truth that I found there, such as it was.



It was nearly a year after I had come to my post, and some months after Emperor Achille had begun inviting me into his box, that a young Griffon, one of the Imperial Household Guard, was found in the bedchambers of the then-Archduchess. Here in Equestria, such a thing would merely be scandalous, but to the Griffons, it was criminal; bloodlines are jealously guarded and carefully tended in the Griffic Empire, and such commingling between royal and baseborn was both morally and legally proscribed. 



I was unfortunate enough to be in his Majesty’s presence when he received this news, and he flew at once into a terrible rage. I am not ashamed to say I fled to a corner of the room and cowered, for his wrath was a fearful thing, and I feared for my safety. But he spent himself quickly upon the room’s furnishings, and his mood became more subdued, if no less fell. Then, he announced that he would exercise his privilege as Emperor to act as Majestrate Suprême in this case, and excused himself. Finding myself left alone, I hurried away from the palace, and to the embassy home where I was staying.



The next day, two griffon guards arrived at the house and informed me that I was to accompany them to the Arena at once, to observe the day’s proceedings with his Majesty. Although I had been asked to attend with him many times by then, this was the first that I had been ordered. And while I might, legally, have refused, I dared not.



When I arrived, I found the Emperor already seated, the Archduchess at his right. He seemed positively jovial, and introduced his daughter before instructing me to take my usual seat to his left. She did not once turn her attention to me, staring down at the sandy floor of the Arena beneath us, still empty as the day’s throngs gathered.



I remember well the words of the Emperor on that day, for my every nerve was heightened to an unbearable degree. Despite his seeming pleasantness, I had learned something of his moods by this time, and knew him to be of a dangerous fancy even as I sat beside him. And I do not deny that his impassive daughter, sitting upon his other side, unnerved me almost as much as he. I remember the events of the Arena that day as though I were but a few hours removed from them, and not seven years.



“Ah, my pony friend,” purred the Emperor, for thus he always addressed me. “Are you not excited for the day’s events?” He chuckled, and though the sound would have been pleasant in any other throat, in his I knew it bubbled with threats of violence. “Ah, but I should say, the day’s event, for there is but one who will face the Arena today. I am glad you have come, for I am most eager to see what you make of this.”



Below us, horns sounded. In the stands, griffons scurried and flapped to their seats; the sound meant that the proceedings were about to begin.



“You see,” the Emperor continued, his face uncomfortably close to mine as he spoke, his sharp beak painfully near to my muzzle, “I have made my ruling as Majestrate Suprême on that unfortunate case which you may have overheard discussed yesterday.” I nodded respectfully; the Emperor was at all times given to understatement. “There is no question of what happened, of course, nor is there any question of the impropriety of it all.” He shook his head. “A shameful thing, truly.”



The horns sounded again, and a hush fell over the Arena.



“The question, then, is not what happened,” he murmured, finally turning his head, “but what to do about it.”



A speaker flapped to the floor of the Arena, scroll in claw, and began to read the case to the enraptured audience. There as here, the citizenry love drama among their leaders, and the griffons in attendance hung on every word.



I was not listening to him, however, for the Emperor had returned his full attention to me, and I dared not look away from him. “The matter here is one of responsibility, and my two judgements reflect that. Behind one door is the most vicious timber wolf my bestiary possesses, and should the guard be at fault for this regrettable dalliance, then he shall open that door and be devoured.



“If, on the other claw, he and my daughter truly love one another, then he can hardly be held to have done any wrong. Their deeds may be abhorrent, but I am compassionate as both a father and a ruler. Behind the other door, there waits a minister, who shall marry him to my daughter on the spot.” He smiled at me, and though his face was genial, in his eyes danced a spark which set all my hairs on edge. “I would, of course, be forced to disown a daughter who married so far beneath her station, but you ponies are fond of saying that love will win out, are you not?”



I nodded; I could hardly do otherwise.



He sighed. “Ah, well. If they love one another… well, I have other heirs.”



Below us, the accused was led to the center of the stadium, and set to stand before the two great doors. As the soldiers who had escorted him flapped away, leaving him standing alone in his hobbles and bindings, the Emperor let out another chuckle, but this one was dangerously close to a hiss. “Our errant guard is here, it seems. Now, would you like to know a secret, my pony friend?”



Again, all I could do was nod. He leaned in so close that his beak brushed my ear, and my heart paused when he spoke.



“I know which door holds which judgement,” he whispered, “and so does my daughter.” He pulled back then, far enough for me to see his face. “And the guard knows that she knows, you see? The crowds think it is this guard who is being judged in the Arena, but you and I, we know the truth, yes? De l'Arène, vérité.” I gaped mutely, and he turned his attention at last, looking down at the guard. “Let us discover the truth.”



I looked down at the guard, even as he lifted his head to the Imperial Box above him. In his eyes, I saw the mute plea, which door? I looked over, past the Emperor, to the Archduchess, who had not once moved since I arrived.



Did she flick her eyes to the left, to the right? Did she twitch her tail, or lift a shoulder? Whatever sign she may have made, it was more subtle than I could discern. Yet she must have given some signal, for the guard nodded up at us, then turned to face the doors. He walked forward a step, then paused, turned to us again, and bowed to the Archduchess. He then strode on hobbled talons to the right door, and flung it open without hesitation.



The timber wolf took him by the neck as it lunged forward, and the crowd roared.



I quickly averted my eyes, for even my months of attendance had not hardened me to the Arena’s harshest judgements. The Emperor smiled down at the carnage, while the Archduchess sat immobile, her eyes still fixed on the scene playing out before her. Seeing that no attention was being paid to me, I quietly left the Box, and the Arena.



It was that night that I resigned my post, and returned to Equestria. I do not to this day know if it was an act of courage or cowardice; I know only that I could not have borne to sit in the Emperor’s presence another moment, not for any threat or reward.



And so, when you ask me about the nature and disposition of the new Empress, I answer with a riddle: what happened on that day in the Arena? What truth was there displayed?



When I fled the Arena, I was certain that she had sent the guard to his doom, and I still believe in my heart that this is the most likely answer. If this be so, then I tell you that she is the most ruthless creature I have ever laid eyes upon, and I am thankful I never before or since had cause to encounter her. If this be so, then she murdered her lover as calmly as I might pull a weed from my garden.



And yet… and yet, as I turned the events of that day over in my head thereafter, my mind returned again and again to the way the guard paused, turned, bowed. Did she, in fact, signal to the minister’s door? Could she have been prepared to sacrifice all she had known for him, to spare his life? Could he have loved her so much that he would give his own life rather than see her cast from her lofty position, and brought low by his side? Could she have been willing to throw away all that she had, for the life and love of a single, prospectless commoner?



I cannot answer this question, and so, I cannot tell you what sort of creature the new Empress is. And yet, I hope that this letter shall still provide your Highness with some insight. If, on a day, you should meet with the Empress, ask yourself this:



Is the griffon I see before me one who, in the ultimate extremity, would point to the right?



Or to the left?



Your faithful servant in all things,

—Quick Silver,

——Ambassador-Emeritus to the Griffic Empire
      

      
   
      The Star Chamber


      

      
      
         Twilight found Celestia waiting for her in the throne room. There was no light save that of the moon, washing through the tall stained-glass windows and casting the room in a dim, variegated glow. Celestia sat in her accustomed place on the great dais, but appeared to be dozing.



As she stepped forward, Twilight felt cold marble underhoof—the long red carpet leading up to the throne had been removed. The sound of hooves on stone echoed in the cavernous silence of the room, and Celestia stirred. She shifted in her seat, blinked her eyes, and when she saw Twilight, a faint smile crept across Celestia’s face. Her horn blazed, and a pair of golden lanterns behind the throne flared to life. “Twilight. Thank you for coming.”



Twilight felt her wingtips twitch. Something about the hollow, echoing chamber made her stomach twist. Then again, she’d often felt uneasy during the last few days. She gave the room a searching glance before drawing closer to the dais and the light. “Princess, are you sure you wouldn’t rather meet somewhere… I don’t know, somewhere maybe a bit friendlier?”



“No, my dear Twilight. This will be much more convenient, I promise you. And you really must learn to call me Celestia.”



“I know, Princess. It’s just ha—”



“Tonight, in particular, this is important, Twilight. Remember it.” Celestia smiled, softening her words. Then she gestured in front of her with one hoof. “Come, join me up here for a moment. We have much we need to discuss tonight.”



Twilight did as she was told, climbing the dais and sitting to Celestia’s left in the spot she had sometimes seen Cadance use. Somehow, the idea of sitting on the right—in Luna’s place—felt wrong to her.



Celestia nodded to Twilight. “Now, before we begin, did you finish the readings I suggested for you?”



For a moment, the weight of the night-shrouded room lifted, and Twilight found herself smiling back. “Yes, Pri—” She winced, and took a breath. “Celestia. I finished them two days ago.”



“And what did you think?”



“I really liked them. It’s been so long since you assigned me something to study, Princess. After the last few moons… Well, it’s nice to have a task where I know exactly what to do again.”



Celestia sighed. “I did not ‘assign’ those books to you, Twilight. I suggested them. And I know this may be difficult to hear, but now you’re past the time when you’ll ever know exactly what you must do. This is the burden of a Princess, and why your studies of the last few years have been so important.”



Twilight nodded along, and then froze. “Wait, do you mean you knew I’d—”



“In any case, I wanted you to tell me your thoughts about the readings themselves. Not your thoughts about being ‘assigned’ more books to read.”



Twilight took another deep breath. “They were… challenging. Celestia. I started with Foalberg’s treatise on moral reasoning. That wasn’t too bad. I don’t really understand some of his earlier ideas, though. Ponies choosing their actions purely to avoid punishment, or working for their own benefit at the expense of others? That… I don’t know, that just feels so strange to me.”



“Foalberg was writing at a very different time, Twilight. As with so many of our greatest thinkers, his ideas were an outgrowth of the environment in which he was raised. But have you never seen a foal, or even a young filly or colt, act in such ways? Did you never lie to your dam or sire, hoping to profit from it?



“I don’t think so. That would have been wrong.” Twilight turned her eyes away from Celestia and a light blush reddened her cheeks. “And Mom always knew everything I did without having to ask, anyway.”



Celestia laughed. “You are a rare pony, Twilight. Ever since you were little, you seemed more interested in right and wrong than anypony I’ve met in a very long time. But what did you think about Augeron of Hippo?”



“The idea of a just war? I’m not sure. I’ve never been very comfortable with the idea of war. I mean, I know ponies used to have wars against griffons and dragons, and sometimes even against each other, but that was so long ago nopony remembers it. Except you, pr— Celestia. And Luna, too, I guess.”



“That doesn’t answer my question, Twilight. What did you think about Augeron?”



Twilight frowned down at her hooves. “His ideas weren’t totally new, were they? I mean, I remember Cavallo talking about that kind of thing once, too—a unicorn’s moral duties, particularly to her enemies. But that’s not really an answer, either.” She took a breath and raised her head, meeting Celestia’s gaze. “I think war is wrong. It’s all about hurting and killing. I don’t think that’s ever an acceptable answer. Murder is murder.”



“And what about when your home is attacked?” Celestia asked. “Do you not have a right to defend yourself?”



“I don’t…” Twilight paused. “I don’t think so. I’ve never faced a problem that the magic of Friendship couldn’t fix, somehow.”



“And what about Tirek?”



Twilight blinked. “What do you— Tirek?”



“Tirek imprisoned your friends, Twilight. He attacked and destroyed your home. He threatened all of Equestria. How did you respond?”



Twilight’s queasiness returned. “I attacked him. I was angry, and scared, and I didn’t know what to do.” She felt her wings twitch again. “But we did beat him in the end. And we did it with the magic of Friendship.”



“’We did beat him in the end,’” Celestia whispered, tasting the words herself. She looked away from Twilight, staring at one of the tall stained-glass windows.



Time stretched, and after a minute, the silence became too uncomfortable for Twilight. “Cel… Celestia?”



“Mmm?” Celestia turned back toward Twilight, her expression as serene as always.



“I was—” Twilight felt her chest constricting, like someone had fitted her with a dress saddle and cinched it too tight. “I was wrong, though, wasn’t I? What I did was wrong.”



Celestia smiled, but something about her expression gave Twilight a sense of inexpressible sadness. “That is not a question I can answer for you, Twilight. But I’m glad that you can ask it, nonetheless. Maybe that will help.” She gave a quiet sigh. “We have waited long enough. Come, let us join the others.”



Twilight opened her mouth to ask what Celestia meant, but before she could speak, Celestia’s horn glowed green and a soft rumbling echoed through the throne room. Behind the throne, and between the two lanterns Celestia had lit, Twilight saw the wall swing back to reveal a long, torchlit hallway.







The corridor ran for half a mile or more. Twilight lost track of the distance quickly as she and Celestia walked. There was little to see, and less to differentiate one minute from the next. The torches burned at regular intervals, six and a half steps from one pair of bracketed sconces to the next. The walls of the hallway were smooth, polished stone, and Twilight could see no hint of masonry.



“Are we inside the mountain?” Twilight’s voice didn’t echo here, the way it had in the Canterlot throne room. That seemed to soothe her nerves a little.



“Yes, Twilight. The place we’re going is very old, older than Canterlot Castle itself.”



Twilight frowned. “That seems— Wait, how old is the castle, anyway?”



“Nine hundred and sixty-four years old, I believe. Or maybe it’s nine hundred and sixty-three.” Without breaking stride, Celestia glanced back toward the corridor’s entrance and smiled. “It’s been my home for longer than anywhere else. I’m pretty happy with how it turned out.”



“So before that…” Twilight hummed to herself. “Before that, when Luna was here, you lived in the Castle of the Two Sisters, yeah. But you left after she…”



“After she betrayed Equestria and became Nightmare Moon, yes. It seemed wrong to keep on as before.”



Twilight pulled to a stop. “Don’t you think that’s a little harsh? I mean, sure, she gave in to her fears and let Nightmare Moon take over, but saying she betrayed Equestria? You’re talking about Luna, your own sister. You know what she’s like. She wouldn’t betray Equestria.”



Celestia turned back, smiling. “Perhaps I was too hasty in chastising you for continuing to place me on a pedestal, Twilight. I’m glad to see you’re willing to challenge me if you think I’m being unfair.”



Twilight blinked. “I wasn’t! I mean—” Her words came back to her, and she blushed. “I mean, well, I guess. But Luna’s my friend, and I know she’s a good pony.”



Celestia gestured Twilight onward and began to walk once more. “And yet she threatened to cover our world with eternal night. You know what that would mean. It is neither better nor worse than if I were to leave the sun forever in the sky. Both would be catastrophic.”



“Yeah, but she’s Luna. She wouldn’t have really done it.”



“You truly believe this?”



The queasiness was back again. “No. I guess I don’t.”



“But you still deny that she betrayed Equestria?”



“I—” Twilight fell silent, and for long seconds the only sounds in the corridor were hoofbeats against stone. “I don’t know. I understand your point, Celestia, and maybe the words don’t really matter, but I feel like maybe we should make some allowance for what’s in a pony’s heart, and we both know Luna wouldn’t try to harm anypony if she had a choice.” She frowned. “I mean, she had a choice, but… Ugh. I don’t know.”



Celestia nodded, and again the hallway fell silent as they walked on. Then a pair of stone doors appeared in the distance and Celestia slowed, turning toward Twilight again. “Before we meet with Luna and Cadance, I suppose I should tell you a little about this place.”



Twilight’s heart leapt at the mention of Cadance and Luna, though she’d half-expected it after Celestia’s words in the throne room. Her elation was short-lived, however. The night’s events were doing little to ease her anxiety. She nodded to Celestia.



“Luna and I discovered this place many centuries ago, around the same time we discovered the Tree of Harmony. We believe that they are related. We have less understanding of the magic of this place, though, or how it may connect to the tree. Perhaps one day, you will learn more and be able to teach us about it.” Celestia stopped before the stone doors, and Twilight could see that they were heavy and unadorned. “Early on, Luna took to calling this place the Star Chamber. It’s a catchy name, and I’ve always liked it too. We use it for important discussions and making decisions, like—”



The two doors swung open, and Luna stepped out into the corridor. “You have said enough already, sister. More than you should, perhaps. Twilight must be allowed to form her own judgments.”



“I know. I just want…” Celestia sighed, hanging her head. “Yes, Luna. You’re right.”



Luna reached out a hoof and lifted Celestia’s muzzle. “All will be well, sister. Do not worry overmuch.”



On her own initiative, Twilight edged past Luna and Celestia, and stepped into the chamber. What she saw made her breath catch. The chamber beyond the doors was of moderate size, but a perfect hemisphere. Floating in the air, in the middle of the chamber was a stone carving of a six-pointed star. It was colored magenta, and a perfect match for the one in the Tree of Harmony—and, of course, for her cutie mark as well. She found this unsettling just as she’d found the Tree unsettling. She’d grown up thinking her cutie mark was the same as everypony else’s, just an abstract representation of some talent or idea. Every time she saw it appear in the deep magics of Equestria, it made her nervous. And it made her wonder, once again, what Celestia must have thought when she saw a little filly with that star on her flank. Or when she saw a Guard Captain with another one so similar, for that matter.



A flash of motion drew Twilight’s eyes, and belatedly she noticed Cadance sitting across the room, at a small desk that faced the star. Cadance was waving her hoof, trying to catch Twilight’s attention. Twilight glanced back at Luna and Celestia. The pair were still talking and neither seemed concerned with her, so Twilight trotted across the cavern to join Cadance. As she drew closer to the star, Twilight felt a wave of magic wash over her. She stopped and shivered, looking around the chamber.



“You felt it?” Cadance stepped away from her desk and gave Twilight a quick hug. “That’s just the star. It only affects a small area—not even the whole room. It…” Her voice trailed off. “It takes some time to get used to.”



Twilight stared at the stone construct again. It was rotating in the air, almost too slowly to notice, and it seemed to be lit from within by a soft glow. Twilight couldn’t understand that. How could light shine out through stone? “What is it?” she asked.



“I don’t know,” Cadance said. “Neither do Celestia and Luna. It’s older than any of us. And it doesn’t really do a lot, not that anypony’s been able to figure out. Mostly, it just prevents you from saying anything you don’t believe.”



“What?” Twilight blinked.



“Try telling me you don’t resent me for taking Shining Armor away.”



Twilight shook her head. “But I don’t resent—” Her voice caught in her throat, and her eyes widened in surprise. She turned back to the star, raising her voice. “I don’t re— Aagh! I love Cadance! Why would I resent her for marrying my brother?”



Cadance ran a hoof down Twilight’s mane. “Because you used to be the most important mare in his life, and now you aren’t. And no matter how much you may like me, that stings.” She smiled at Twilight. “I know, because I resent you too. It doesn’t mean I don’t love you, but part of my Shining’s heart will always belong to somepony else, even if I want him all to myself.”



Twilight frowned at the star, silent for half a minute. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I agree with your reason for why I’d resent you.”



Cadance let out a musical laugh. “It let you say that? Interesting. I’ve always wondered how you and the star would get along. But you’re right to doubt, Twilight. What I said isn’t necessarily true—it’s just what I believe. And I guess, from what you said, maybe I’ve been wrong. In part. Apparently you do still resent me for something.”



“But I don—” Twilight huffed when her protest was cut short once again. She gave her mane an irritated toss. “Anyway, I still love you. But I guess, you can say things that aren’t true, then? As long as you sincerely believe them?”



“It seems that way, yes.”



“So why were you and Luna waiting here for us?”



Cadance paused. “This is… Do you remember, from your history classes, the stories about back when Equestria had courts, and trials, and prisons?”



“Well, yes, but Celestia governs everything now. And Luna, and you, I guess. I mean, we don’t even have laws, really. Everypony knows what they ought to do. We haven’t had a functioning legal system in centuries. The last time anypony had a trial was—”



“Last Tuesday, actually.” Celestia stepped up beside Twilight, Luna following behind. “The courts did go away for a while, it’s true. But in the end, their absence caused too many problems. For many years, I made these sorts of decisions unilaterally, but I’ve come to realize that one pony rarely has all the wisdom necessary to make the toughest choices. Even when I was alone, though, I used this chamber. To keep me—and my decision-making—honest. But after Cadance became an alicorn, we returned to the old system that Luna and I first used.”



“I don’t remember reading anything about you and Luna conducting… I mean… That’s not really the issue, though, is it? If you want to hold trials, why all this secrecy? Why not just do it where everypony can see?”



Luna was the one to respond. “That is a fair question, but the arrangements my sister made over the last millenium have proven very stable for handling most issues of proper behavior. Ponies are not difficult to govern, and we can often go a generation or more without our people enduring anything truly terrible like a murder.”



The word made Twilight flinch. She’d read about murders. The last one had happened in Baltimare, back when Shining Armor was a foal. The killer had been banished from Equestria, she thought she remembered. Sent across the sea to live in the Griffon empire, or wherever else would take him. No one had heard from him after that.



“Here, we do not concern ourselves with those sorts of issues,” Luna continued. “We focus on harder questions.”



Celestia held up a hoof. “It is time to show her. Luna, Cadance, if you will return to your places?” Both the alicorns nodded and walked away, though Cadance gave Twilight a wan smile as she left. Cadance returned to her desk, and Luna proceeded to a matching desk on the other side of the star.



“Now Twilight,” Celestia said, “remember that you have nothing to fear. Answer honestly. The best way to learn what we do is by observing. Cadance and I did the same for Luna when she returned. Your part will be easier than hers was.” Celestia turned away from Twilight and walked toward a long dais with a row of stone seats.



“Twilight Sparkle.” Cadance’s voice boomed across the cavern from where she stood beside her desk. “You are called before us to answer for your behavior in the recent incident involving the centaur Tirek.”



The queasiness in Twilight’s stomach returned, many times stronger now. “But I saved us! Tirek is back in Tartarus now because of me!”



“Immaterial,” Cadance said. “Were you or were you not ordered to protect the magic of Equestria’s alicorns?”



“Of course I was.”



“And did you or did you not then recklessly choose to duel Tirek with that magic, causing substantial destruction to the land of Equestria and putting said magic in danger?”



“But it wasn’t like th—” Twilight’s voice cut off. She felt tears forming in her eyes. Of course. It was exactly like that.



“Did you or did you not,” Cadance repeated, “recklessly—”



“Yes, I did.”



“And did you or did you not sacrifice that magic to Tirek, when he offered to exchange it for the lives of your friends?”



“Yes.”



The cavern was silent for a moment, and then a rustle from the opposite side of the star brought Twilight’s head around. Luna was standing beside her own desk now, scanning through a small notebook. “The facts in this case are not disputed. There is something I wish to ask, however. Twilight, when you gave our magic to Tirek, did you think it was a good idea?”



Twilight stared toward the slowly rotating star. “I don’t kn—” Her voice cut out before she could finish her sentence.



“Apparently you do,” Luna said.



Twilight fell silent, casting her eyes to the floor, trying to think. She knew she’d wanted her friends to be safe, but—



“Twilight, try saying yes or no.” Celestia’s voice, quieter than the others, echoed across the cavern. “The process works best when you use the star to aid you in exploring your own feelings. If you think about the questions too long, you run the risk that you might convince yourself of something you hadn’t believed before.”



Lifting her head, Twilight swallowed and nodded.



“Did you think it was a good idea?” Luna repeated.



“Yes.”



Twilight heard sighs from all three alicorns, and the tension in the room seemed to ease noticeably. She wondered briefly what would have happened if she said no.



After a few moments, Luna spoke again. “Why?”



Twilight bit her lip and began to think. And stopped, glancing at the star once more. Celestia had said not to think too long. She wanted to follow Celestia’s advice. “Because helping my friends has never led me wrong so far. To abandon them to Tirek… I didn’t want to do it. But I don’t think I could, either. Learning about friendship is what made me a princess. Giving our magic to Tirek felt rig— Hmm. No. It felt foolish, but it felt like what I had to do anyway. I don’t know if that makes sense.”



Luna nodded. “Did you have some notion that the Tree of Harmony might still provide help for you, if you made that decision?”



Twilight’s lips tightened. “I guess? I mean, we knew that we only needed one more key to open the chest it gave us. So if I made some sort of important sacrifice for friendship, I guess maybe I expected we’d find something else that could help us.”



“And is that why you bargained for Discord’s release? So he could provide you with a solution for beating Tirek?”



“I gue—” Twilight frowned. “No. No, I didn’t. I asked for Tirek to release Discord because Discord didn’t deserve what Tirek had done to him. And because Discord is…” She tried to say the words tentatively, wondering what would happen. “He’s my friend.”



“So you acted recklessly, but not without hope of eventual success,” Luna said.



“Yes. I think that’s fair.”



“And you acted in accord with the principles that made you a princess,” Celestia said.



Twilight glanced at the star again, a spear of worry piercing her heart. “Yes.” She nearly sighed when she heard the word spoken aloud.



Celestia stood from her chair. “Then I declare this matter settled. There is no need for us to act here. Are we agreed?”



“Agreed,” Luna said. And then an echo from Cadance, “Agreed.”



Celestia smiled and motioned for Twilight to join her on the dais. “Good. Then we can move on to our other two pieces of business.”







The chamber fell quiet as Twilight walked across it. Both Cadance and Luna returned to their desks and began sorting through scrolls and notebooks. For half a minute, the only sounds in the cavern were Twilight’s hooves clacking against the stone floor, and the crisp rustle of paper.



“Well?” Celestia spoke in a soft voice as Twilight took a seat beside her. “How do you feel, Twilight?”



“Anxious, mostly.” Twilight’s heart still pounded in her chest. “And a little angry, I guess. Why did we have to do that? I saved Equestria, didn’t I? Tirek is gone, everypony got their magic back. Why do I have to feel like I did something wrong?”



“Because you are a princess,” Celestia said. “It is your duty to watch over Equestria now. Our actions always have unforeseen consequences, even when we succeed at the tasks we take on. We must be diligent caretakers, and not grow so fond of our own wisdom that we fail to see the folly it may hide. Yes, you saved Equestria this time—as you have saved it before and doubtless will save it again. The same can be said for each of us in this room, even Cadance. We must seek the greatest good for our little ponies. And that is not always easy. How does one balance security against freedom, knowledge against innocence?”



Twilight’s breath caught in her throat. “Do you mean you hide knowledge from other ponies? But that’s… that’s wrong!”



Celestia smiled. “And so you believe, apparently. But I do not; I believe there are times when knowledge provides no useful benefit to ponies, and innocence will serve them better.”



Twilight felt the blood draining from her face.



“I think you mistake me, Twilight. I am deeply committed to the ideals of freedom and knowledge. How can you doubt it, after all our time together? But there are instances—rare, perhaps, but they exist—when I believe security outweighs freedom, or innocence, knowledge.”



“I don’t…” Twilight swallowed. “I don’t know if I can accept that, Princess.”



“Celestia. And it is not yours to accept or reject. I merely state my beliefs. You are free to have your own. You should, you must have your own. That is how our system works. If Luna, Cadance and I always agreed, there would be no point to us meeting like this.”



“Then what is the point?” Twilight asked. “I still don’t understand what you—”



“Celestia, Twilight, I believe we are ready to begin again.” Luna’s voice echoed through the cavern, and Twilight let her words slip away. At a nod from Celestia, Luna continued. “I do not think we can afford to keep Tirek imprisoned in Tartarus any longer. The risk of escape is too great. In the last few years, we have seen time and again that imprisonment alone will not suffice to keep evil at bay. Tirek, Discord, Nightmare Moon. All three escaped their imprisonment, and all three in such a short span of time.”



“What do you propose?” Celestia asked. The question had the dull resonance of formality, as if Celestia already knew the answer but still wanted it spoken aloud.



“It is obvious,” Luna said. “He has shown himself too great a threat. We were fortunate to stop him this time. If his imprisonment cannot be trusted, if we cannot be sure of our ability to defeat him, then he must be killed.”



Twilight’s head spun, as if she’d been struck. She tried to leap up from her seat, but fell back on unsteady legs. “No! Never! Killing is wrong!”



Celestia reached out a hoof to calm Twilight. “Killing is wrong, Twilight. But sometimes we must do things that are wrong, to satisfy the greater good.”



“No. There must be something else we can do!” Twilight cast a panicked glance around the chamber. It was getting hard for her to breathe. Celestia and Luna looked back at her with sadness in their eyes. Cadance…



Cadance met her eyes, touched a hoof to her chest and breathed in. Then she pushed the hoof forward and breathed out. Twilight nodded back, matching the gesture. Once, then again, then again. Slowly, she felt her nerves beginning to calm.



“Are you all right now, Twilight?” Celestia asked. “Can you continue?”



“I don’t kn—” The words cut off like a knife, and Twilight stared at the slowly rotating star. She felt tears forming in her eyes. “N—” The pressure on her chest built again, and she did another one of her breathing exercises.



“Twilight?”



“Yes. Yes, I can continue. But I don’t want to.”



“Duly noted,” Celestia said. “And if it makes you feel any better, I don’t want to, either. But this needs to be done. Cadance, present the facts for us.”



Cadance nodded and shuffled a sheaf of papers on her desk. “Tirek was successfully imprisoned in Tartarus for 1634 years, after his inital banishment by Star Swirl the Bearded. His escape lasted two years, and resulted in him draining the magic from 78% of the population of Equestria, including the entire Royal Guard, the former bearers of the Elements of Harmony, the Draconeqqus Discord, and all four of Equestria’s alicorns. Without intervention from the Tree of Harmony, he would have controlled all magic in Equestria.”



“Could he have been recaptured sooner?” Celestia asked.



This time, it was Luna who responded. “Yes, though I do not believe this point matters in a material sense. Tirek’s stated objective is to gather all the magic in Equestria, perhaps in our whole world. He will always seek to escape, and he will always seek to achieve this objective. Imprisoned in Tartarus, he is functionally immortal. Although he could have been recaptured sooner, it is also possible that we could have been slower to react—and I believe that if we had, Tirek would likely have achieved his objective. If we run the risk of him escaping again in the future, we will continue to face the possibility that he wins. And eventually he will. Eventually we will be unlucky, and he will emerge victorious.”



Celestia nodded. “Cadance, your thoughts?”



“I agree with Luna. We could have recaptured him sooner, but unless the situation changes, he will eventually escape and conquer Equestria.”



“And if that happens?”



“He will take everypony’s magic. Lifespans will probably stay similar. I assume the closest analogue to what we’d see is the Crystal Empire under King Sombra. It’s not clear what will happen to us.”



“Do you consider this an acceptable alternative?”



“No. The net loss of freedom and life if he were to rise to power is considerable, and over the long run he’s nearly assured to do so. Killing him is the greatest good for the greatest number.”



“You concur with Luna?”



“I do.”



“Wait, wait.” Twilight, tucked back against her stone seat, waved a hoof in the air. “You three think about things like this? Would it be acceptable for Tirek to rise to power?”



Celestia nodded. “We try to. We try to look at everything.”



Twilight tapped a hoof against her chin. “Okay, well, I don’t know if I followed everything, but I think maybe there’s a hole in Luna’s argument. Luna, you said he’ll always try to escape, and he’ll always keep the same objective, right? How do you know that? Doesn’t he have a right to come here and speak for himself, like I did?”



There was a pause before Luna answered. “Do you think that would matter, Twilight? With the star here, with him only able to say what he truly believes, do you think he would tell us otherwise?”



Twilight grimaced. “I guess not. But it feels wrong not to give him the chance. What if he did reform?” That word sparked in Twilight’s mind. Reform. She glanced around the room again, her eyes wide. “Um. Celestia? How do these decisions work? Am I free to just say what I think?”



“We usually try to keep discussion structured, so we can focus on what’s important,” Celestia said. “But if you wish to say something, Twilight, go ahead.”



“Thanks.” Twilight nodded and stood. “Um, assembled princesses of Equestria? I mean… Okay. I don’t think we can kill him.” She scrubbed a hoof through her mane. “I mean, I still think killing is wrong. But I think I see the point you’re all making, and maybe that’s why Celestia wanted me to read those books on moral philosophy. But still, I don’t think we can do it.”



“And why not?” Celestia asked gently.



“Sorry, sorry. But here’s the thing. Luna’s right. We’ve had a lot of bad ponies—or bad creatures—escape from imprisonment over the last couple years. But Nightmare Moon, Luna, we brought her back, right? Luna’s not a danger to Equestria anymore. And even Discord. He was already starting to be safe, starting to be on our side, when he made friends with Fluttershy. After the events with Tirek, I think he’s really reformed. I mean, maybe Equestria isn’t totally safe with him around, but I don’t think he’s going to go conquering anypony or stealing their magic. So how do we know Tirek can’t be reformed?”



Luna frowned. “I… do not think Tirek is likely to reform, Twilight.”



“But how do you know? Can you honestly say you believe there’s no hope of him reforming?”



Luna stared at the star for a few seconds. “No, I cannot say that. Perhaps he can be reformed. But I do not think it likely.”



Twilight nodded. “That’s fair. But I don’t think that’s enough to justify killing him. I think we have to give him the chance. We have to try to reform him. And if that doesn’t work… Well, maybe we’ll have to do it your way. But killing is wrong, and we’ve got to try to avoid it if we can. We’ve got to at least give him a chance.



Celestia smiled. “I think I agree with Twilight. So, at the very least, Luna’s plan isn’t approved. We can revisit it later, after we’ve had a chance to try to work with Tirek. It sounded like the arguments in favor of killing him were mostly answers to long-term risks, anyway, so waiting a few years probably won’t hurt. Thoughts?”



“I think that’s fair,” Cadance said. “I guess… maybe I’m a little paranoid about the whole ‘Second Reign of Sombra’ thing, after what the crystal ponies have told me. I want to avoid that, but if we can find a way to reform Tirek, so much the better.”



Luna shook her head. “I still don’t think it’s going to happen, sister. I think we’ll be right back here in one or two years time, trying to make the same decision. Tirek has too much hate in him. He won’t let himself be reformed.” She took a deep breath. “But I agree. I see no harm in waiting, provided we don’t wait too long.”



Twilight felt herself start to grin. She’d saved someone. She’d saved… Tirek. Again, queasiness settled into her stomach. She’d saved Tirek from the princesses of Equestria, but Luna had made good arguments. Twilight didn’t know how to feel. Part of her was excited by what she’d done—changed the minds of her fellow alicorns, kept them from committing a terrible act. But another part of her, more detached, felt sick. She was excited because she’d had some creature’s life in her hooves, and she’d managed to save it. That didn’t feel like the type of decision she, or anypony else, ought to be making. And yet, if she wasn’t willing to make it, who would? Could Equestria afford not to have anypony making those sorts of decisions?



“You look pale, Twilight.” It was Celestia’s voice again. “Are you all right?”



Twilight swallowed. “I think I understand what you were trying to say, Celestia. About the weight of our decisions.”



Celestia nodded and gave Twilight another reassuring touch with her hoof. “Try not to worry too much. You’ll grow used to this in time, and we only have one more case to discuss today.”







Again, silence fell over the chamber. This time, however, there was no rustling of papers. Luna and Cadance both stared expectantly at Celestia, who seemed more anxious than Twilight could remember seeing her before.



Eventually, it was Cadance who spoke. “Celestia, you told us you had a third issue you wanted to present tonight. Isn’t that why we’re here? Both the situation with Twilight and the situation with Tirek could have waited.”



Twilight again found herself wondering what might have happened if she’d answered the other princesses’ questions differently.



“Yes.” Celestia sighed. “And it needs our swift attention. But it is not a thing I enjoy discussing. You will understand soon. All of you—Luna, Twilight, Cadance—you must be strong for what is coming.”



Luna opened her mouth to speak, but Celestia continued on. “I ask leave to bring another pony into the chamber, to bring us news of the caribou.”



At Celestia’s words, the reactions from Luna and Cadance were as different as night and day. Cadance looked around the room in confusion and asked, “Who are the caribou? I’ve never heard of them.”



Across the room, Luna wore a look of horror. Her jaw was slack, her eyes unfocused, and her hooves trembled against the stone floor. When she spoke, her words were thin and misty. “They are… dead. All of them. We made sure of it.”



Celestia sighed. “They are not, Luna, however much you’d like to believe it. It seems they have had some magic that allowed them to escape my detection until now—which bodes very ill. But I need an answer to my question, for the sake of protocol. Can I bring Seaworthy here to tell us what she’s seen?”



Cadance assented, and then Luna, though she looked like she regretted doing so. Then Celestia turned to Twilight.



“You should agree, too, Twilight. I think tonight will be easier if we try to approach it through the rules we’ve laid down for our discussions here.”



“O-Okay,” Twilight said, though she still didn’t feel like she understood those rules. “If you want somepony to come talk to us, that’s fine by me.”



Celestia nodded. “Thank you, Twilight.” The white alicorn’s horn shined with energy, and a bubble of light formed at the foot of the star. It popped with a sound that echoed around the chamber, revealing a blue middle-aged mare.



At first, Twilight thought Seaworthy must be an earth pony. Then she saw the low stump on her forehead. Her mind squirmed away from what it was seeing. A unicorn, but one whose horn had been cut.



“Seaworthy, thank you for coming to speak with us,” Celestia said.



Seaworthy’s voice was like scree at the base of a mountain. “No need to thank me, Princess. I had to live it. Saying it can’t be any worse than that, and it’s important you all know.”



The cavern fell silent, and Celestia gave a little cough. “Cadance, would you please ask Seaworthy to recount her experiences?”



Cadance blinked, turning her eyes away from the snub-horned unicorn. “Wha— Oh, yeah. Of course.” She shook her mane quickly, returning her attention to Seaworthy. “Ma’am, could you tell us who these caribou are, and how you came to encounter them?”



Seaworthy nodded. “For the last ten years, I’ve made my living through trade between Baltimare and the Camel nations south of Griffonstan. I own—I owned—a ship, a big three-master. Saltlick, my crew and I called him. This summer, though, we got hit by a typhoon during the crossing and Saltlick got blown off course. I think we must have gone too far south. It’s hard to tell.



“In any case, we started running short on supplies before we spied land. We needed to find somewhere to gather some hay and refill our water. And we found an island, out in the sea. Big, but not on any map I’ve ever owned. We figured we must have discovered something. So I took about half my crew and went ashore. And they picked us up, right on the beach. The caribou, that is. Picked us up, and put us in chains, and burned my ship where it sat on the waves, waiting for us to come back. I don’t know how they did that. Don’t suppose it much matters, really.



“They took us back to one of their cities—a big ugly thing, all stone and metal, and dark as a moonless night. And that’s when things got bad.” Seaworthy closed her eyes for a moment.



“I mean, I suppose they were already bad, when they burned my ship, but I thought maybe somepony could have esca—” The word cut off, and Seaworthy stared around the room. “Could have esca— Why can’t… why can’t I say it?”



Celestia wore a sad expression. “It’s the magic of this place, Seaworthy. It’s why we’re here. You can only say what you truly believe. And apparently you don’t believe your crew could have escaped.”



Seaworthy scratched her neck with one hoof, but seemed to take Celestia’s words in stride. “That’s funny. I would have sworn I believed it, on the beach that day. I guess after what happened to the rest of us, though, I stopped believing.”



“Could you please continue, ma’am?” Cadance asked in a shaky voice.



“Yeah, sorry,” Seaworthy said. “So they took us to the city. Then they separated the mares and the stallions in my crew. I figured they must have planned to take us different places, but no. They just killed the stallions, there in front of us. Soon as they got us separated. Said they had no use for ‘em. Then… well, most of my crew was earth ponies. They didn’t have it quite so bad. Me, though, they sawed off my horn quick as they could. They had something to stop my magic until then, some sort of device they stuck on me when they found us on the beach, but they wanted my horn gone, like it offended them. They were cruel about it, but they were cruel about everything. My first mate was a pegasus, too, and she got her wings clipped.” Seaworthy paused, and gave a dark laugh. “’Clipped’. That’s what they call it. But they just tear ‘em off, right at the joint. She barely survived the pain, and she couldn’t stop crying for near two weeks afterward.”



Twilight hugged her hooves to her chest. “That’s awful. No, that’s… I don’t even have a word for that.” She whispered, but her voice seemed to carry across the chamber. “How can you be so calm about it? They took your horn!”



Seaworthy shrugged her shoulders. “Doesn’t seem like there’s much point crying over it now, and I did my fair share back then. I just—” She glanced around the chamber at the four princesses. “I just want ‘em dead, so they can’t hurt anypony else.”



“All of them?” Luna asked.



“Well, maybe a few of them are goo—” Seaworthy grimaced as her words cut off. “Yeah. All of them. I want ‘em all dead.”



Intellectually, Twilight felt like she ought to have been horrified by that, but she wasn’t. She shivered.



“There is more,” Celestia said sadly.



“No!” Luna’s voice rang across the cavern. “I know what the caribou do to their slaves. Cadance and Twilight do not need to hear it.” Her body quivered with anger.



Celestia looked between the two youngest princesses and nodded. “I agree. We can address that topic at another time. But still, there is more. Seaworthy told me the caribou are building boats for an invasion. We do not know whether they mean to attack Equestria or some other land, but I think it hardly matters.”



The cavern was as silent as the mountain that housed it. “We need to eradicate them,” Luna said.



Celestia nodded, but her words were measured. “That’s a dangerous decision, Luna. You know how strong their magic is. We four couldn’t stop them alone. We would need to send Equestria to war again.”



Luna swallowed. “I know. But I think we must do it.”



Celestia turned to the other side of the chamber. “Cadance?”



The pink alicorn had been silent for a few minutes now, and when Twilight turned to look, she saw Cadance trembling in her seat, her eyes shut and her hooves gripping a small box on the desk. Twilight recognized the box as a gift Shining Armor had given her, though she didn’t know what it contained.



“Cadance?” Celestia asked again.



“I—I…” Cadance stuttered. “I don’t want to— How can creatures like that exist? How can anything show so little love?”



“Do you agree with Luna?” Celestia asked. “Do you approve of sending Equestria to war?”



“I don’t… I don’t think I should answer that yet, Celestia. I’m not in control of my feelings.”



Celestia nodded, and swung her head to Twilight. “And how about you. Do you agree with Luna, Twilight?”



Seaworthy stood in the center of the chamber, staring up at her. Twilight stared back, even as she wanted to shrink into herself and disappear. If Seaworthy were to be believed—and how could she not be believed, here of all places—there was nothing redeeming about these caribou. They were evil in its purest form. They were many times worse than Sombra, or Tirek, or anything else she’d faced.



“I agr—”



She grunted as her words cut off. She stared up at the star with a look of horror. “But I’m terrified. Any creature that can cut a horn off a unicorn or tear the wings off a pegasus—and enjoy it! I hate them! Luna’s rig—”



Twilight shot a panicked look around the room. “We have to ki— For pony’s sake, why can’t I say it!”



Celestia gave her a sad smile. “Because you are the kindest of us four, Twilight.  Because you are what Equestria most needs.”



“But they’re evil! They have to be stopped!”



“Stopped. Yes, that is what your heart truly believes. But you cannot condone killing them, can you?”



Twilight shivered, staring at the star at the room’s heart. “I… can. I can, Celestia. I can condone killing them.” She hung her head. “But only if we’re entirely sure there’s no other choice.”



Seaworthy coughed. “Maybe it’s not my place to talk here, but that’s just stupid. What she said before was right. They’re evil. The only way to deal with them is killing.”



“Perhaps.” Celestia sighed. “But this is for us four to decide. Thank you, Seaworthy. I will talk with you more tomorrow.”



Seaworthy nodded, though she looked sullen. Celestia’s horn glowed once again, and the snub-horned unicorn vanished in another bubble of white light.



“She’s correct, though,” Luna said after Seaworthy was gone. “Eradication is the only way. You know what the caribou are like, sister.”



“I do.” Celestia turned to look at Twilight, who still sat shivering in her stone chair. “But I also believe that Twilight coming to us is no accident. I’ve known her many years, and over those years, I’ve found that her judgment is often better than my own. Her sense of morality has saved Equestria more than once. It did with Tirek. Who knows what would have happened, had she not chosen to act as she did.” Celestia laid a hoof over Twilight’s own. “I think we need to ask Twilight what she thinks we should do.”



Twilight trembled, and she felt tears stinging her eyes. “It’s… It’s the same as with Tirek, isn’t it? We have to try to get them to stop. To change.”



“But they won’t!” Luna’s voice carried a note of panic. “They hate us. They will never listen to us. They are evil.”



Twilight shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, Luna. We have to try. We can’t make plans to kill them unless we exhaust all other options. Even if it’s hopeless. If we don’t try to find a better way, we betray our nature as ponies.”



Luna grunted, and shook her mane. “I cannot acce—” She grunted again, when her voice cut off. “I do not want to accept this.”



“Cadance?” Celestia asked.



Still trembling, Cadance stood from her seat. “I… I think Twilight is right. I don’t want her to be right. I want to kill them. I think I probably know what they do with their slaves. But Twilight is still right. Love is something for every creature, no matter how vile. We have to try to show them what love means.”



“Then who will we send?” Celestia asked, in a voice that could barely be heard across the chamber.



The room was silent. Twilight stared at the star again, suspended in the center of the room, rotating slowly. She felt black tendrils of fear scrabbling across the surface of her mind. The star wouldn’t let her speak unless she sincerely believed what she meant to say, right? If she didn’t sincerely believe it, the star would stop her. She sucked in a ragged breath.



“I should be the one to go.”
      

      
   
      Hearth Swarming Eve


      

      
      
         "This is our three tribes' fault," Applejack said listlessly. "Now the blizzard's destroyin' this land."



"Cut!" Twilight exhaled through clenched teeth, her wings ruffling out, before leaping from her chair and flinging her forehooves wide. "Applejack, you know that's not how it goes! You skipped the whole middle part! 'We three tribes, we brought this blizzard to our home by fighting and not trusting each other.' Can you please focus!" 



"Yeah, you're right," Applejack said, staring at the auditorium door. "Sorry."



"Do I have to remind you how important this pageant is?" Twilight started pacing in tight circles. "Everything has to be perfect—"



"I know. I—"



"—since it's the first pageant I'm officially sponsoring as a princess—"



"We know, Twilight," Rainbow Dash muttered, glancing out the window herself.



"and every single line will reflect on me personally—"



Applejack's ears flattened. "I said I'm sorry—"



"—not to mention it's Hearth's Warming Eve, and the pageant is tomorrow—"



"Twilight!" I said sharply, moving up to Applejack's side and touching a supportive hoof to her withers.



The alicorn blinked and refocused. "What?"



"Com-port-ment," I said, tilting my head just so and raising an eyebrow worthy of Celestia herself.



Guilt flashed through Twilight's eyes, and her expression immediately softened. She brought a hoof to her chest, then exhaled, extending her leg. When she continued, her voice was soft and controlled. "I'm sorry, Applejack. You didn't deserve that. I think the stress has been getting to me."



"'Salright," AJ mumbled.



"I'm glad I have you, Rarity, to help me keep acting like a princess," Twilight said, glancing straight into my eyes for a moment, "but even more than that, I need to remember to act like a friend. So…what's wrong? You've been distracted all night."



Applejack sighed and looked at the door again. "I got a different blizzard on my mind, Twi. I oughta be out with Big Mac coverin' the zap-apples. With all the crazy weather outta the Everfree lately and Dash stretched thin managing the Hearth's Warming snow, if an unscheduled storm adds anything to tonight's three inches, it could kill half the orchard."



"Hey now," Dash said, stepping forward with her own wings ruffling up. "I'm not gonna let anything happen to Sweet Apple Acres, okay? We talked about this."



"I'm not sayin' you are, but—"



"But nothing," Dash snapped. "You totally are. I can do my job, alright?"



"It's not you I don't trust," Applejack said. "It's that sod-blasted Everfree. You've gone above the call of duty and stopped five wildstorms outta six—"



"And I will stop number seven!"



"Girls!"



We all staggered back, ears twitching, as Twilight's royal voice interrupted all conversation, thoughts, and heartbeats in the room. As her royal duties increased, she had easily picked up how to augment her voice with her natural alicorn magic—but as most of the town could testify, she still needed quite a bit of work on volume control.



Twilight coughed, and her lips formed the words, "Errr, sorry."



"Um," Fluttershy said as our hearing slowly recovered. "Does anypony hear that?"



I squinted and turned my head back and forth. Indeed, a siren-like wail was becoming audible in the distance. "One of the Flower Sisters, I should imagine," I muttered. "Standing under the edge of a rooftop as Twilight's voice was unleashed."



Twilight frowned. "No…the pitch is too low."



Applejack flicked her ears several times, then tilted her head. "Come ta think of it, that sounds like…"



Mayor Mare burst through the auditorium door, red-faced and out of breath. Her eyes quickly locked in on ours, and she inhaled and shouted:



"Changelings!"








We galloped through the falling snow toward Town Square, where the Hearth's Warming Eve street fair was in full swing. Strings of colored lights limned the square, giving off a cheerful glow completely at odds with the chaos underneath. Ponies were scrambling for cover underneath market stalls and around corners; dashing inside the few open buildings; and pounding on the doors of the others. Every few seconds a pony would point up in the sky and scream, and the crowd near them would shift, looking over their shoulders and abandoning their cover for a heedless stampede away from the new threat.



Rainbow Dash shot ahead of us in a broad arc around the square and returned with eyes wide. "Oh, thunderheads, they're everywhere up there."



"I think they're herdin' ponies into the square!" Applejack shouted as we skidded to a halt at the edge of the chaos.



"What's the plan, Twilight?" I asked. 



"First, protect everypony," Her horn flared to life with the brilliance of a star. "Cover me!"



The spell she was charging threw the square into sharp relief, turning the snow around us into a patchwork of zebra-stripe shadows as the five of us leapt into position surrounding her. I glanced up past Dash's flapping wings. Everywhere I looked, there were hints of motion amid the swirling snow and flashes of reflected light from cold green eyes. 



Twilight's spell resolved with a firecracker bang, covering Town Square and its scores of ponies with a large lavender bubble. "Next," she said as a cheer came up from the crowd, "we do…something…about all of them."



"Such as what?" I asked, charging a hornbolt as my eyes flicked from hovering target to hovering target.



"I'm still figuring that out."



"Rainbow power ready!" Dash said, landing at Twilight's side and hoofing the snow.



"Wait," Fluttershy said, taking a step backward and bumping flanks with Twilight. "They're not attacking."



"It might be a trap. Looks like they're waitin' for something," Applejack said through the lasso in her teeth, pushing the brim of her hat down.



Pinkie Pie gasped, and her eyes narrowed. "Like Queen Meanie," she said, pointing.



We all turned as a familiar black figure floated out of the sky toward us, gossamer wings outstretched, a smug grin on her muzzle. Dash stepped forward, teeth bared. Twilight stopped her with an outstretched leg.



"Chrysalis," Twilight said in a voice colder than the snow underhoof.



The queen landed. "Good evening, Twilight Sparkle," she purred. "I must say, the wings suit you."



"Don't even start. I'll never forgive you for what you did to Shining Armor and Cadance, but I will give you a better chance than you deserve. If you leave right now and never come back, I won't blast you where you stand."



"Leave?" Chrysalis' eyes went wide, and her fangs gleamed as her grin widened into a smirk. "Why, I'd be happy to, my dear little Element of Magic. Of course, the moment I'm too far away to control them—or, I should note, if anything were to happen to me—you might discover that a hiveful of hungry, mindless drones can do…unpleasant things to all the defenseless ponies outside your shield. I do hope that your growth spurt came along with the ability to be everywhere in town at once?"



Twilight's lips curled back in a snarl. "What. Do. You. Want."



The smile fell away from Chrysalis' muzzle as she stepped forward, looming over Twilight. "Believe it or not," she hissed, "the same thing you do. For me to leave this accursed land of ponies behind like a bad dream. I've had my eye on Minotaurial Guinea for a while, but unfortunately, your spoiled brat of a brother's little stunt means I'm short my best infiltrators. So you are going to fix what you broke when you uncovered my wedding plans."



"That's not going to happen," Twilight said flatly. 



Chrysalis backed away and shrugged. "Suit yourself. Really, it's all for the best—you'll be able to build something much nicer in the ruins here."



I winced. "Twilight," I murmured, but she cut me off with a glance and a nod.



"And what, exactly, did you expect to get out of this?" Twilight said, straightening up and speaking in clipped, level tones. "If our only choices are getting fed on, we're going to choose the option that lets us take you down with us."



Chrysalis' muzzle spread back into its predatory smile. "Ah, now you're asking reasonable questions. There are other ways ponykind can support me than emotions. Military intelligence. Gold. Formal diplomatic recognition of my new empire. This doesn't have to end with anypony getting hurt."



"You make a good point. I think," Twilight said with deliberate slowness, "maybe we should sit down and talk this out." 



Chrysalis shrugged easily. "That works for me." She put a hole-ridden hoof to her muzzle, as if entertaining an afterthought. "Of course, since it's getting late and the negotiations might drag on overnight, you won't mind quartering my changelings until we're done, will you? About two per house should do it."



"What?!" Applejack exploded. "Ain't no way we're gonna let 'em right into our houses where they can attack us while we're sleepin'!"



Twilight stomped, hoof crunching into the snow. "She's right. That's ridiculous."



"It's only ridiculous if you were planning on negotiating in bad faith," Chrysalis snapped. "Please don't insult my intelligence by pretending not to understand the concept of an insurance policy."



I held up a hoof, mind racing. "Wait, girls. As distateful as it is to say, she does have a point. If her true intentions were to attack us, she could simply have struck from ambush."



"Thank you," Chrysalis said. "Listen to your marshmallow."



"Of course, lodging might be more efficient if—what did you call me?!"



As I sputtered, Twilight shook her head. "No deal. You're asking me to give every changeling here a chance to observe targets to imitate, so you can replace the whole town before anypony outside realizes something's wrong."



Chrysalis rolled her eyes. "Then impose your own conditions. That's how negotiation is supposed to work, if you weren't aware. I'll even give you this one for free: All the drones will stay in their true form, and they're confined to a single room of the house, so you can enter any home at a glance and see whether I'm keeping my end of the deal. At least one pony stays in each house, too, but they can be anywhere within it."



"That doesn't stop the replacement Twilight mentioned," Dash said.



"Oh, please. As if you're not going to inform your precious royal sisters what's going on here the instant my back is turned. If I did that, I'd have your entire army swarming down on me within a day. I can't fool Equestria any more—that's why I want to leave." She pointed a hoof at Twilight. "Speaking of which, another condition. No outside troop movements, and no other princesses. I have no delusions that I can stop you from telling Sunflanks and Moon Moon about this, but make clear to them that if they set up anything to keep me from leaving, I'll take the town down with me."



Twilight frowned. "If you're making new conditions, then I get to add one. None of your drones will feed while you're in Ponyville. Period."



Chrysalis blinked. "Hm."



I made a strangled little noise at Twilight. That was a great idea in theory, but too dangerous. Even if Chrysalis accepted, that would put our solution on a timetable. Twilight glanced back at me. I did my best to shake my head discreetly. Twilight raised an eyebrow and frowned. I looked at her intently. She shook her head and turned back to Chrysalis.



"I've got to give you credit—I actually had to think about that one," Chrysalis said. "I accept. Let's send everyone back to their houses and go to your home to talk this out."



"I think Twilight needs to speak with her friends first," I said levelly.



"Fine, whatever," Chrysalis said, turning around and staring into the sky at her army. They began to descend. "I'll go wait for you.…Where is this library of yours, anyway?"



"Behind the times, much? Tirek blew it up," Dash said.



Chrysalis froze. It was only for a fraction of a second, but my practiced eye caught it. Even across the racial divide, some signals were unmistakeable. 



She covered it up with a snort and a toss of her head. "Then you know how I felt after the wedding. What sort of book fort is Canterlot's biggest nerd living in now?"



"Very funny," Twilight said flatly. "I'm in the Friendship Palace."



Chrysalis paused for another moment, and I found myself wishing that I knew enough about changelings to decipher whatever tells she was displaying. "That's a dealbreaker," she said. "No negotiating inside palaces. I learned enough as Cadance to know all the magical traps and spyholes they're constructed with. We can hold our talks in the new library."



"We don't have one. There's been no time to catalogue all the destroyed books and order replacements."



Chrysalis responded with a deliberate roll of the eyes that told me I wouldn't be reading any more off of her body language. "Alright. Then we talk in Marshmallow's house."



"Listen," Twilight said, "you can't just order us around like—"



"Actually," I cut in, "that sounds like a marvelous idea. I am certain you will find Carousel Boutique's accommodations suitably luxurious for one of your station." I studied a hoof-edge briefly. "Of course, it would be inappropriate for myself and my family to remain there and disrupt delicate negotiations. We shall find other lodging for the duration."



Chrysalis turned to stare into my eyes. I stared back, giving her my best bland I-know-something-you-don't-know smile.



"Deal," she said, smiling back just as insincerely. "I'll see you all soon."








"What was that about, Rarity?" Twilight asked as the six of us rejoined Spike in the Friendship Palace and huddled in an out-of-the-way drawing room. "You're okay with her being alone in Carousel Boutique?"



"Twilight, darling," I said, reclining in the chaise longue I had insisted upon when I was helping her order the furnishings, "you are the most brilliant pony I know in the fields of both friendship and magic, but I have studied more about the upper classes than any pony outside Canterlot. Their intrigues are about layers within layers, pretenses within pretenses, and so it is too with changelings."



"That doesn't answer my question."



I curled one side of my mouth up in an enigmatic smile.



"So, wait," Applejack interrupted. "You're sayin' she's not actually here because she's taking over the minotaurs? 'Cause I don't know changelings, but I know honesty, and her story's fishier than the back half of a seapony."



Twilight frowned. "That's true. Even if she gets all the concessions she wants, we know her next target, and can warn them. It makes no sense."



"Seriously, it's obvious," Dash said. "We're the invasion. After what happened at the wedding she's smarting for revenge."



"Or maybe," Fluttershy said faintly, "she's really really sorry about what she did, but she doesn't know enough about ponies to know how to apologize."



"What if she's trying to learn about us?" Spike said. "Don't negotiations usually take, like, forever? She could observe ponies a lot."



"I bet this whole shebang's a distraction," Applejack said. "She's actually strikin' somewhere else and needs us pinned down here."



"Maybe all of those are true," Pinkie Pie said with a spooky waver in her voice.



"Fortunately," I said, studying a hoof, "the truth is far simpler than that."



Six heads swiveled toward me. "Oh?" Twilight asked.



"Changelings are consummate liars, and we cannot take her at her word on anything she says; but even the best will blow their cover if taken by surprise. Did you notice, Twilight, her mistake in referring to you as the 'Element of Magic', even though the Elements of Harmony were reunited with the Tree? Clearly, she has been unable to stay informed of current events. And when you mentioned the destruction of the library…" I give the others a significant look. "She could not wholly cover up her shock. She pressed for information on the nonexistent new library, as well."



"Yer sayin' she's here to read?" Applejack asked, one eyebrow raised. "No offense, Rare, but that's silly. She could shapeshift her way into most any library in Equestria."



"Ut-ut!" I say. "But also look at her immediate reaction after being informed of her mistake. She requested to stay in the home of moi, the one who correctly assessed her motive for placing her drones in homes. I proved myself the one most likely to be knowledgeable and well-read after Twilight—and she arranged to wait for us not in the place where I would be, as I explicitly denied I would be in residence, but in the place where my books would be."



The room was silent as the others digested that.



"That does kinda make sense," Twilight said. "But why is she here to read?"



"That is, indeed, the question."



Dash shook her head with a snort. "I'm not buying it. This is way too much trouble to check out a library book."



Recognition flitted across Applejack's muzzle. She blinked several times.



"Hold up," she said. "The wildstorms. If the hive's in the Everfree, she's at ground zero."



"That's right!" Twilight said. "If there's some new threat moving into the area that she doesn't know how to defend herself from…" She gasped. "Windigoes."



Fluttershy scuffed a hoof on the ground and looked away. "Everypony has been awfully tense lately."



"Like they're magnifying our normal holiday stress," I said, and glanced at Applejack. "Six storms, you say?"



"So far."



"Then we need to deal with that, like, yesterday," Dash said, her mouth flat with determination. "Or we're gonna have bigger problems than changelings in town."



"Alright, girls," Twilight said, standing up, spreading her wings, and unconsciously lifting a hoof in imitation of Celestia. "Here's our plan. But first, our password is 'Jewelbox,' and the response is 'Plundervine.' Make sure you use those each time we meet back up." 



I smiled. "Commendably clever."



"Dash, I need you to scout the Everfree and find those windigoes."



She saluted. "I can have my best weather team ready in fifteen minutes."



"Applejack, go home and cover your orchard."



"Thank you, Twi," Applejack said with obvious relief.



"Fluttershy, you should make sure all of your animals are prepared for the cold."



"They'll be fine. They know to come inside when the storms get too bad. I can help Applejack."



"Alright," Twilight said. "Pinkie Pie, you go around town. Make sure that Chrysalis is keeping her word — and cheer everypony up." 



She broke into a wide grin. "I'm gonna have so many parties to throw tonight!"



"Spike, I need you to update Princess Celestia with the whole story, then stick with me so you can take notes."



"Got it."



"And Rarity, you stick with me, too, for two reasons. My job…" She took a deep breath. "Is to stall Chrysalis with negotiations. I need your help with that—and I also need you to find out more about her by keeping an eye on her reactions like you did earlier."



I tapped a hoof slowly to my chin, calculating.



"In that case," I said, "I believe I have a plan."








Noteworthy's door creaked open. He peeked around the edge at me. His eyes shot open.



"M-miss Rarity," he said. "Sh-shouldn't you be out saving Ponyville?"



I gave him a sweet smile. "I assure you that everything is under control. However—" I heaved a dramatic sigh—"I find that these unique circumstances have left my family temporarily dispossessed. Might I beg a neighborly favor…?" I trailed off, tilting my head at Sweetie Belle by my side.



He opened his door. "S-sure, you're welcome here. S-scootaloo will be happy to see Sweetie—" he lowered his voice—"b-but if you're looking to keep her away from the b-bugs, you won't have much luck here."



I glanced past him to the living room, where two hulking black figures were sitting with their back to the fire, staring at us in uncomfortable silence. Their armor gleamed in the reflected light. One of them noticed my gaze and looked away with poorly feigned nonchalance.



"We're all in this together, darling," I said brightly. "I merely want Sweetie to have an element of familiarity for the Hearth's Warming holiday while I'm occupied with the resolution of this inconvenience." I gave Sweetie a hug and ushered her inside. "I'll return later. Do pass on my best wishes to Cloud Kicker when she returns from patrol, mmmm?"



"W-will do. You take c-care of yourself."



I gave him a precise curtsey—an inclined head and a small bend of the knees. "I always do."








Next was Carousel Boutique, where Twilight and Chrysalis were sitting at a table by my crackling fireplace. Spike was fidgeting in a chair to one side. Twilight appeared to be arranging several stacks of scrolls alphabetically. Chrysalis was idly sipping at a glass of Marelot she had undoubtedly liberated from my cabinet.



Twilight leapt to her hooves at my arrival. "Rarity! Thank goodness. Now we can get started."



"In a moment. A word in private, please, Twilight?"



"Uh, sure."



We walked upstairs to my bedroom, closed the door, and exchanged passwords. "Start without me," I said. "I have some errands to run."



Twilight's eyes shot wide. "What?!"



"You'll be fine, darling," I said, opening one of my dresser drawers and taking out my makeup kit. Several tubes of lipstick, a compact, a selection of eye-pencils, and a pocket mirror went into my saddlebags. "Remember, she's actually here to read."



"But that's because her home's in danger, and these talks are distracting her from dealing with it!"



"Be wary of assumptions. She does have a reason to negotiate, as well, or she would simply have sought to invade the library and steal what she needed. It will become clearer what else she's after as we proceed." I took a dusky indigo overcoat from my closet and tugged it on. 



"But how am I going to get us the time we need?"



"Stalling a negotiation is so simple that it takes the most experienced diplomats to do anything but. Merely quibble over everything. Meet every one of her conditions with one of your own. Begin from impossible positions and allow yourself to be argued down to the merely unreasonable. I recommend beginning with an offer to recognize her new empire if she turns herself in to Equestria for prosecution of her war crimes."



Twilight's eyes, already the size of dinner plates, grew even further. "But," she sputtered, "that's ridiculous! She'd never go for that!"



"Exactly. If you only offered suggestions you thought she would accept, it wouldn't be much of a negotiation, now, would it?" 



"Rarity, she's got changelings in every house in Ponyville! I can't make a suggestion like that—she'll think I'm arguing in bad faith!"



"And if she attacks with them, she loses too." I turned to Twilight, who was on the edge of hyperventilation, and put both forehooves on her shoulders, staring intently into her eyes. "Trust me, Twilight. She will propose something equally unacceptable, and you will find some bizarrely insignificant point upon which there might be room to compromise, and from there you will slowly circle toward a plan."



Twilight took several deep breaths, visibly swallowed, and nodded at me. "Okay. Okay…I can do that. But what about you? How are you going to find out her motives if you're not here to stay in the loop?"



"Trust me," I said.



"Okay," she said uncertainly, but allowed me to lead her back downstairs.



I quietly let myself out into the silent flurries of snow as the princess and the queen began to argue. Once the door clicked shut behind me, I pulled out the pocket mirror and brought it up to my face, tilting it slightly and smiling at the reflection on its surface. Perfect.



There were some secrets, after all, that it was best for a lady to keep even from her friends.








"Good evening," I sang as Big Macintosh threw a tarp over a tree. Fluttershy caught it in midair and pulled it over a tree and down the far side, and Applejack and Apple Bloom ran around the tarp, pulling the corners taut and staking them to the ground. "How goes the orchard preservation?"



"Rarity?" Applejack said, pausing for a moment to squint at me. "What're you doing here?"



"I came to help," I said. "After all, many hooves make light work."



We leaned in and exchanged passwords. She nodded. "Well," she said, "if that's really the best use of your time, I can't say it wouldn't be welcome."



We covered trees for several hours, until Applejack stepped back for a break. "Sure wish Dash was back with news," Applejack said. "It's gettin' awful late."



"Indeed," I said, checking a pocket watch. "Past Apple Bloom's bedtime, I would wager."



"It is, at that, but we can make exceptions for helpin' out the family."



"Actually," I said, "that reminds me. I ought to be getting back to Cloud Kicker's to check on Sweetie."



Apple Bloom's eyes, tired as they were, lit up. "There's a sleepover at Scootaloo's?"



Applejack frowned. "Not with the bugs in town, there ain't."



"Awwwww!  But it's Hearth's Warming Eve!"



"Actually," I said, "I'm planning to sleep there myself. I'd be happy to keep an eye on Apple Bloom as well…and it might do them well, to be with their friends for the holiday." 



Apple Bloom wheeled on her big sister, eyes wide and lower lip quivering. "Pleeeeeease?"



"Oh, alright," Applejack sighed. "Thanks for all your help, Rare."



"I assure you it's no problem." I put a hoof around Apple Bloom's shoulder. "We've all got to do our part."








After checking in on Twilight—who had managed to sidetrack their debate entirely into a rousing argument over the economics of Minotaurian Guinea's export base, until both had agreed to sleep on it and calm down—I settled in on Cloud Kicker's couch with a thick blanket and the copy of Withering Heights that I'd taken from my room. I glanced over at the two changelings as I settled in to read. Neither appeared to have moved from their post by the fireplace. A fresh log had been added to the fire, and it snapped and crackled quietly in the background, giving the room a warm red glow.



"Aren't you going to bed?" I asked. "I'm certain you've had a long day."



They glanced at each other. One covered his mouth with a leg and coughed.



I checked my pocket mirror, nudging the curls of my mane slightly sideways before sitting up straighter and giving them a shyly coquettish smile. "Your queen went to sleep ten minutes ago, you know," I confided. "I was over at Carousel Boutique when they finished their negotiations for the night."



The two changelings glanced at each other, their expressions undecipherable. One leaned toward the other. The second shook its head almost imperceptibly. The first looked back away in a quick motion, and they both started staring at fixed points on the far wall.



Interesting, I thought. "What I mean to say is, I'd have thought that would have made you fall asleep as well."



They glanced at each other again. The second one eyed me suspiciously.



I made a show of setting down my book. "It truly is well past bedtime. Please, come take the couch and blanket. I'd feel so much better."



The first changeling shifted its weight, bringing its hooves underneath it. The second made a sharp clicking noise. The first snapped back to attention, and froze in position.



I sighed. "Suit yourself." I rolled over, listening to the fire, and gradually sank into sleep.








Hearth's Warming morning dawned cold and sullen; at least snow was no longer falling. The changelings, at some point, had fallen asleep right where they'd stood, sprawling out by the fire. When I awoke, the two of them were huddled up by the embers, still clad in their armor.



The bang of the front door jolted them awake, and they scrambled upright. Cloud Kicker plodded in, too exhausted to make any attempt at stealth, and trudged upstairs without a word. 



That meant Dash was back, so I slid out from under the covers and slipped on my overcoat. After a brief touch-up, I returned to the Friendship Palace.



"Not a one," Dash said, rubbing the bags under her eyes, after the seven of us had regathered in the drawing room. "Not a single windigo. We flew overflight on the whole freakin' forest before seeing the wildstorm sweep in. We spent the rest of the night bucking it apart—and if there were any windigoes around, I guarantee you that would've brought 'em right to us. I hate to say it, Twilight, but this is plain ol' stupid Everfree weather."



"Great!" Twilight shouted, not pausing in her frantic pacing. "And now we're back to square one!"



"Com-port-ment," I sang, tilting my head reproachfully at Twilight, and she gritted her teeth and forced herself to stand still. "What's bothering you, darling?"



"Only that Princess Celestia wrote back and said she suspected Chrysalis was testing me! Testing! What if I fail? I don't even know how to pass this one!"



"Part of that is to see how you hold up under pressure," I said, "so I can guarantee you that the situation will not be improved by undue worry."



"How can you call this undue?  This is very, very due!  Ponyville's been invaded by changelings, today's supposed to be our Hearth's Warming pageant, and now I've got a test to take!"



Applejack put a hoof around Twilight's withers.  "She's right, sugarcube.  Chrysalis is makin' a mistake, tryin' to test the Princess of Friendship.  You've got all your friends right by your side, and we ain't gonna let you down."



Twilight let out a slow breath.  "You're right.  I'm sorry."



"Does this mean we were wrong about the library?" Fluttershy asked as we pulled back away from the ensuing group hug.



"I don't think so," Twilight said.  "Just about what she was here to research."



"Or maybe," Pinkie Pie said, tilting forward the deerstalker hat she hadn't been wearing a few moments earlier, "what one of the changelings was here to research."



"What?" Twilight said.  "Pinkie, that makes no sense.  Her drones are just mind-controlled pieces of meat.  She made that abundantly clear in our negotiations."



"Did she now," I murmured.



"I thought so too at first," Pinkie said, "but when I was going around throwing all the Unexpected Hearth's Warming Guest parties, I asked Queen Meanie how it felt to be invited to a dozenteen parties in a row, and the changeling just gave me this confused look!  So I asked every single changeling in town if they were Chrysalis, and none of them said yes."  She looked down thoughtfully.  "Not even Queen Chrysalis.  She just asked what I was talking about."



"They didn't seem mindless last night after she fell asleep, either," I said.  "Interesting."



"If they ain't under her control," Applejack said, "maybe we can use that.  Bring 'em down one by one and get everypony safe."



Twilight paced across the room—in slow, measured steps, this time—and shook her head.  "This certainly seems like a fact we could exploit…but she wouldn't act like she's acting unless they were linked in some way.  We can't take any actions that dangerous until we know what's going on."



"I agree," I said.  "Stall her until lunchtime, Twilight.  Rainbow Dash needs sleep…and I need to check in on my little research project."








When I returned to Cloud Kicker's, none of the three would look at me.



"I'm sorry, Rarity," Sweetie Belle mumbled, shuffling her hooves.  "We really didn't mean to burn a hole in your overcoat."



"We were just tryin' ta get the fire started back up—"



"—and we figured we could bring a burning log back from the Town Square bonfire—"



"—and I got one of mom's stew pots to hold it, but it was too hot—"



"Girls, girls," I interrupted, patting them on the heads.  "No harm done.  You never did get that fire restarted, did you?  Take the rest of the coat and finish that up—I'd hate to think its sacrifice was in vain."



Sweetie Belle's head snapped up.  She locked eyes with me, leveled a hoof, and inhaled sharply.



"And if you call me a changeling, I'll just have to prove I'm not by telling everypony what happened that April when we went camping with mom and dad. at Canter Springs."



Sweetie's face reddened.  "You wouldn't."



"Not when there's important work to do.  Hop to it!"



I settled back in on the couch with my novel as the three of them scrambled off to take advantage of their reprieve.  Sweetie Belle was right—it was quite unlike me to take such a desecration of fashion so calmly—but sometimes a plan requires sacrifices.



As the house fell into silence—Cloud Kicker was sleeping the sleep of the departed, and Noteworthy had long since left for the office—I took a discreet sideways glance at the changelings.  They were wide-eyed and shivering, and I couldn't quite tell if it was from the chill of the room or the close brush with the force of nature known as the Cutie Mark Crusaders.



So it was, when they dashed back in the door to get the fire relit—setting off the fire alarm and the ceiling sprinklers in the process, and drenching everything in the room that wasn't under my personal barrier—that I merely flipped a page and continued reading.  "I'm sorry!" Sweetie wailed, tears gathering in her eyes beneath her sopping mane, lower jaw trembling.



"Ut!" I snapped, holding up a hoof.  "Don't distract me, Sweetie, this is the good part."



"Sorry!"



Scootaloo poked at the drenched ashes and sighed.  "Well, that didn't work."



"You know, girls," Apple Bloom said, wringing out her bow, "maybe we oughta get some help."



"Read-ing," I sang, with a cheerful tone reminiscent of a snake shaking its tail.  Sweetie Belle took an involuntary step backward.



"Well, we can't ask mom, she's asleep," Scootaloo said in a hushed tone that equally brooked no argument.



The three of them turned as one toward the wet, shivering guards at the fireplace.



"'Scuse me," Apple Bloom said to Changeling Number Two.  "You wanna help us light the fire?"



It looked around wildly, the chitin of its face paling into a sickly gray.  Its head swiveled toward the clock, and it leapt to its hooves.  "Meeting!" the changeling squeaked, and bolted out the front door, leaving it swinging on its hinges.



I stifled a smile.  Ponies 1, invaders 0.



The Crusaders turned to Changeling Number One.  "What about you?"



"Um," it started, in an oddly light voice for its bulky, ferocious form.  "I really shouldn't.  She's gonna get mad."



"But if we don't get the fire—" Scootaloo said as I lit my horn.  A fresh log floated into the fireplace and burst into flames.  "…Never mind."



The four of them huddled up next to the flames, wringing out their manes and brushing down their chitin, respectively.  "What now?" Sweetie Belle said.



"Well, we've still gotta get our Cutie Marks," Apple Bloom said.  "We've tried almost everything that anypony could think of…"



"Any pony," Scootaloo said, buzzing her wings in sudden excitement, sending a spray of new water around the room.  "Hey, have you got any ideas for Cutie Marks?"



"What's a Cutie Mark?" the changeling said.



"You know.  The thing on your flank that tells you what you're most awesome at."  She peered around the side of the changeling, trying to pry its armor off and look underneath.  "What's yours?"



It—the voice was high, but ambiguously so, not enough for me to place it as feminine—yelped and spun around.  "I…uh…I don't think I have one."



"Really?  Don't changelings get Cutie Marks?  My sister says you can look like ponies if you want.  How do you know what your Cutie Mark is when you do?"



"I…I dunno," the changeling stammered.  "I…maybe I'm not old enough yet?"



My ears perked up.  I deliberately flipped a page and kept my eyes on the book.



"How old are you?" Scootaloo asked.



"Twelve."



I dropped my book in shock.  



Fortunately, the noise was lost amid the Crusaders' voices exploding like a box of fireworks left too close to the burning log.  "Oooh, awesome!"  "Me too!"  "You should totally join our club!"  "You could be the first non-pony member!"  "We could try all sorts of things to get our Marks together!"  "Do you think we could get Cutie Marks in shapeshifting?"  "Show us how!  Show us!"



"I, uh," the changeling stammered in an oddly subdued voice as it glanced up at the clock.  "I'm sorry.  I…I really do have to go.  I'm gonna be late."



"Late for what?" Sweetie asked as the changeling backed toward the door, whirled, and galloped away.  I leapt up from the couch—oh, no, you don't—but when I got to the door, I froze in shock.



The streets were full of changelings trotting toward the center of Ponyville.








I galloped as fast as my hooves would take me toward the chaos, fearing the worst.  Even before I rounded the corner to Town Square, I could hear Roseluck's high-pitched shrieking, which resolved into words as I closed in:  "—looked just like me, and was feeding on Daisy, and now they're going to eat us all!"



Two groups were clustered at opposite ends of the square.  One was multicolored, with Roseluck shrieking in a miserable-looking Twilight Sparkle's face and a number of Royal Guards trying to hold back a crowd whose muttering was turning ugly.  The other was almost entirely black, with Roseluck cowering at the hooves of Queen Chrysalis and a row of soldiers standing in silent threat in loose formation.



"Please," Twilight begged.  "Just calm down.  We're going to deal with this."



Chrysalis loudly cleared her throat and spread her wings.  The row of changeling soldiers stood at attention.  The pony Roseluck fainted.  The square went dead silent.



"No, Twilight Sparkle," she said with a voice as icy as the nearby stream.  "I am going to deal with this.  The swarm had quite explicit orders."  She raised her voice to a shout.  "I will repeat them for the benefit of the ponies, and for the stupid!  I don't give a flying fewmet how hungry you are, there is to be no feeding until my negotiations are over!"  She picked up the false Roseluck in her horngrip; the startled changeling flailed its legs and wriggled around.  "And if you think you can cross me on this—"



There was a sickening crack, followed by pandemonium.



The false Roseluck writhed on the ground, emitting an unearthly, ear-piercing shriek, holding one leg to her chest.  Ponies were backing away, shoving and galloping in an undirected stampede away from Chrysalis.  Even the changelings were breaking ranks, scrambling away in undiluted panic.  "You.  Will. Stay!" Chrysalis screamed, face drained of color to a pale grey.  



She took a step back toward the injured changeling—then stopped dead in her tracks, staring down at a yellow-and-pink figure in her way.



"No," Fluttershy said.



"Get out of—"



"No."



They locked eyes, the unmoving center of the storm.  Ponies and changelings alike scattered into cover, peering at the scene with unblinking eyes.  The other five of us closed ranks around Fluttershy, a living wall between Chrysalis and her prey.



Chrysalis took one step back, posture straight and haughty.  The ashen grey on her face, I noted, was starting to spread to her neck…



…and her whole plan unfolded, in one sickening moment of clarity.



So I did the only thing I could have done.



I stepped forward with an innocent smile.  "You're not looking so well, Chrysalis," I said, my raised voice carefully level and pleasant.  "Did you enjoy your wine last night?"



Her eyes widened in a perfect imitation of surprise as she swiveled her head to me.  "Kk-k-kk," she said, stumbling sideways and sitting down hard in a snowbank.  She bared her fangs, wheezing loudly.



"You weren't expecting the disease you came here to research to be so far along, were you?" I asked, prowling like a cat to one side of her so that I could project toward our audience better.  "Of course, that infusion of iced ironweed didn't help…"



My friends were looking a little green at the gills themselves, so I improvised.  "It's not poisonous," I said, "it merely dampens magic for a few days.  Which means that it completed the process her illness started."  I turned straight to the watching ponies.  "She can't control them any longer.  The changelings are free."



"Rarity," Twilight whispered in horror, "what have you done?  They'll go crazy and attack the town!"



I shook my head.  "Trust me just one more moment," I whispered, then cleared my throat and turned toward the black-chitined section of our crowd.   



"Yoo-hoo," I called.  "Changelings?  Can you stand up, please?"  They looked around among themselves uncertainly.  Then, one by one, they trotted halfway out from their various pieces of cover.  



"Please raise a hoof if you're colder than you've ever been in your life," I said.  Every single hoof shot up.



"Thank you.  Please raise a hoof if you're hungry," I said.  After several seconds of milling around, during which I held my breath and silently prayed, every leg save three or four meekly lowered.



I turned back around and gave Pinkie Pie a broad smile.  "I believe you'll find our party-loving friend was spreading more than good cheer last night."



Chrysalis struggled back to her hooves.  "Y-you'll never get away with this," she wheezed, backing away, her horn sputtering to life and then spewing out a few ineffectual sparks.  "I'll come back—"



"I don't think so," I said, nodding to Dash and Applejack.  "Get her, girls."



Chrysalis yelped, spun, and tried to gallop away, in an odd lurching gait.  She got about five steps before Dash air-tackled her, and as they tumbled end-over-end, a lasso dropped in and cinched her hooves together.



The motion shocked Twilight into action.  She stepped forward, wings flared.  "Fluttershy, get that injured changeling to a hospital.  Dash, go tell Spike to send a letter to Princess Celestia—she needs to get here now.  Applejack and I will guard Chrysalis.  Everypony else—" and her voice thundered forth in royal command—"get those changelings inside by a fire!"








The Friendship Palace, as it turned out, did have a dungeon.  I tried not to think too hard about that.



I followed Princess Celestia to the end of the hallway, where a still-pale Chrysalis was lying flat on her back on a mattress.  There were cold iron shackles on her hind legs, and she was covered by thick blankets and three magical disruption fields.



Chrysalis turned her head in my direction and scowled weakly.  "Here to gloat?"



"Maybe a little," I said, and bowed to Celestia.  "Thank you for understanding, Your Majesty."



"Just let me know when you're done," Celestia said, and nodded to the guards at each corner.  They filed out of the room after her, leaving us alone.  I heard the crystal cell door settle into place with a grinding whisper, and the noises from outside fell away.



Chrysalis cleared her throat.  "I don't understand," she said, in a very not-sick voice.



"You never did," I said.  "Ponies would have accepted the truth."



She laughed, long and low.  "No, they wouldn't.  You're smart, Marshmallow—the smartest pony in that dirtball of a village.  You can't possibly believe that if Queen Chrysalis had walked in and told nothing but the truth, my swarm would have been welcomed into your homes."



"Oh, certainly, not at first.  But honesty has power, darling.  That's why ponies like you and I fight so hard to avoid it."



She was silent for a moment.



"Regardless," Chrysalis said, "I believe I owe you my thanks."



That was, I reflected, the very thing I had come in here hoping to hear.  And yet I was still at a loss for how to respond.



"Okay, you know what," a voice said from behind me as I was thinking, "I can't stand here and listen to this any more."



I jumped and spun around.  "Twilight?"



Her form wavered as the cloaking field dropped.  Tears were brimming in the corners of her eyes.  "The Princess told me there was a valuable lesson for me in this room, but all I'm seeing is a friend betraying me by helping one of the evilest creatures we've fought.  I trusted you, Rarity—just like you asked me to.  What did you do?"



"Twilight," I said urgently, "please understand that when I say 'comportment', it is a reminder that the greatest composure is required to understand the truths hardest to accept."  I swallowed.  "Chrysalis, there is a time and a place for complete and immediate honesty, and I assure you that this is it."



"Your friend prevented the extinction of the changeling race," Chrysalis said calmly.



Twilight stared at me for long seconds.  "What," she finally managed.



"The ejection from Canterlot destroyed our entire warrior caste, and nearly killed me as well," Chrysalis said.  "In my arrogance I staked our entire future on a plan I thought couldn't fail.  When I limped back to the hive, it was to find a pony army closing in.  I took the workers and children and fled to the Everfree.  We've scraped out a subsistence living since."



"Until this season's storms hit," I said.  "They're not ponies, with warm blood and thick coats.  They were on the verge of literally freezing to death."  I glanced over at Chrysalis.  "Stop me if I get anything wrong."



"Sure."



"She had to swallow her pride and think of the survival of the hive.  She thought," I emphasized, "that her only bargaining chip was herself.  So she concocted a plan—which I see now had the advantage of being actually true—designed to paint her as a tyrant, and the changelings accompanying her as helpless victims.  She would land in town and terrorize everypony, and we would gradually discover that her control was slipping and aid the 'rebel' drones.  By developing bonds with them and helping them cast off their shackles, we would provide them a home after justice was served."



Twilight looked between us in horror.  "You can't believe that!  She's a monster!  She broke one of her own drones' legs!"



"Every plan requires sacrifices," Chrysalis said.



I winced.  "That's why I acted as I did, Twilight," I said quietly.  "Her plan required her to be a monster.  She was going to continue on that way until we had no choice but to act.  Leaping to the play's conclusion saved a great deal of suffering."



"I…" Twilight sat down, emotions warring on her face.  "I'm going to have to think about this."  She glared at Chrysalis.  "Don't think this means I'm going to forgive you."



"If you do," Chrysalis said calmly, "my plan failed.  I'm at peace with that, as much as I'm ever going to be."



I put a hoof around Twilight's withers.  "Come on, darling," I said.  "Let's go home."








The pageant, naturally, was a success.



I stepped to the edge of the stage, facing the audience as the tragically misguided Princess Platinum, and snuck a glance at the audience as I took a bow.  In the front row, three little fillies of different tribes, clustered together on a bench, stomped their hooves.  In their midst, a fourth dark figure clopped its forehooves together—looking a great deal smaller, and less armored, than the last time I'd seen it.  The changeling glanced back and forth between his new friends, embracing them delightedly in the warm glow of friendship.



A few seats away, I caught Princess Twilight Sparkle studying them, too.  She glanced up at me, and as we shared a look, she chewed her lip and gave me an uncertain smile.



In time, I thought, smiling back.



After all, the morals were meant for those left behind after the play was over.
      

      
   
      Ill-Gotten Gains


      

      
      
             Quick Switch perched amongst the rooftops of Canterlot, and she looked towards the palace looming before her. Tonight she would forever make her mark as the greatest thief in all of Equestria, when she absconded with a treasure from the royal vaults themselves. Few thieves were foolhardy enough to even attempt such a thing, and in living memory none had ever succeeded.



    Quick Switch was different, though. For years she had been a constant thorn amongst the rich and powerful of Manehattan. Her collection of pilfered goodies remained squirreled away, as she had no desire for wealth. She cared about the prestige, the thrill of the heist itself. Each day wherein the newspapers blazed with The Silver Snitch Strikes Again! or a similar headline was another victory, and each social occasion that buzzed with talk of her exploits left her glowing with pride. She would have to feign shock and outrage, but the sight of ponies speculating about her, unaware that the target of their ire stood brazenly before them, was incomparable.



    Canterlot had never truly been in her sights, as it was outside her normal territory, but a little under a year ago, she’d been approached through one of her contacts. Somepony had grown rather disgruntled with the state of affairs within the palace, somepony highly-placed enough to provide her with detailed maps of the palace, patrol patterns, molds of keys as well as the runecrafting sigils necessary to ensure the magical wards were not set off. They’d asked nothing in return other than that she strike this night, and that she ensure her exit was flashy.



    She’d anticipated a trap meant to snare her, and so had spent the last several weeks probing the castle, testing to see if her informant had been laying a trap, yet thusfar everything had checked out. A test run had brought her all the way to the vault itself.

    That first time, she had probed the vault for nasty surprises, as her unknown partner had promised to get her that far, but informed her that they were unable to ensure further safe access. Whatever role they played in the palace hierarchy, it seemingly did not include unfettered freedom.



    Not that Quick Switch particularly minded. If anything, that was another point in their favor, as a present that gift-wrapped would have raised even more alarms. The other half was that she wanted the heist to be hers, one where the prestige was a hard-earned prize she could truly celebrate.



    The moon was long-risen by the time she dropped off the rooftops and into a dark alleyway. The streets were largely deserted, but she still concealed her features within a hooded cloak as she streaked across the road and along the palace wall. Quick Switch then slowed to a walk, feigning a mere evening stroll as she moved round the grounds, towards a tree that offered some minor concealment.



    Once she had ducked behind the trunk, she glanced about for any passerby, then removed a rope from her pack and with a wave of her horn, looped it through a grappling hook and cinched it tight. Gentle blue pulses of light strobed the surrounding area as she whirled the hook in her magic, then hurled it up and over the long wall. She gently dragged it back until there was a quiet clacking sound and the rope went taught. A few pulls confirmed it was well-anchored, and seconds later Quick Switch was dropping onto the palace grounds, the rope winding itself up behind her to be stowed in her pack once more.



    Crossing the grounds themselves was easy, as the guardsponies were hardly inconspicuous in their patrols, though tonight there was more activity than before. The closest she came to getting caught was a sudden flare of light that left her buried in a bush while two ponies passed by, snippets of conversation drifting to her ears.



    “...ordered patrols tripled tonight…” 



    “Doesn’t really think anypony could…”



    “...no way she can resist this prize…”



    Quick Switch cursed silently. Somepony must have tipped off palace security. The prudent thing to do would be abandon the job now, and once the patrol passed, she crept out of the bush and towards the wall. There was always another night.



    She was just about to toss her rope when something stopped her. They might be ready for her, but if she could pull it off? It would be the pinnacle of her career, she could retire in comfort, and live the rest of her life slowly fencing all the things she’d taken.



    The second time, Quick Switch avoided any near run-ins with the patrols, and made her way into the palace proper through a small side door she’d been provided a key for. The door opened without any trouble, though Quick Switch still paused and awaited an alarm. None came, and she could detect no signs of magical warding either.



    “Well, you know what they say, can’t win the race if you’re unwilling to gallop…” The door shut behind her, and Quick Switch surveyed her surroundings. Her first visit to the vaults had used a tour group as a way into the palace, and then she had ‘gotten lost’. It provided a convenient excuse just in case, although there had been no need to employ it. She was in a long hallway with small statue-dotted alcoves, one that led straight towards the servant’s quarters.



    The statues varied in shape and size, most busts although the third on her left was full-sized, a sculpture of several fillies at play. It provided convenient cover for her to dig into her saddlebags and quickly change from hooded cloak into a stolen palace maid uniform. She also took the time to apply softened pads to her hooves, ones that muffled her steps as she set off once more.



    A minute later and she was extremely grateful for the uniform. When she entered the servant quarters proper, the first room was quiet, but the halls were swarming with ponies, each on their own errand, and none paid her any heed as she passed through their midst. 



    She passed by several patrols as she made her way through the corridors, taking a winding path towards her destination. The patrols were of little concern, but the number of doors that had sentries was cause for alarm, as they were beckoning ponies forward one at a time, then submitting them to some sort of magical scan.



Of course, such a scan could prove disastrous, but the sentries seemed almost haphazard, as the closer she came to the vaults, the fewer her course alterations became. This did not comfort, but rather increased her paranoia, as she hardly expected the palace security to be so slapdash as to allow such obvious security holes to exist. In a way, it was oddly comforting when she finally found her progress arrested, as all three hallways that approached the vault were guarded by pairs of unblinking sentries.

Perhaps to lesser thieves, this would be cause to turn round, but the Silver Snitch had not acquired her reputation by allowing mere hired help to stop her, and this time the castle’s wide, airy corridors would work in her favor. She swept past each guard station a second time to check for any sign of lapsing vigilance, and at the final pair, made her move.



A wall loomed before her, and she walked straight to it, and reared up against the wall. Even with her forelegs braced, the abrupt change in gravity as the wall became down still required quick reflexes, but within a moment she cantered up the wall, and another shift left her walking along the ceiling. As she passed above them, she flashed the unaware guards a cheery smile. They never thought to look up. “And they never remember to dust up here, either…” she muttered. Her tail swished behind her, and the wrap binding it close glowed, erasing evidence of her passage.



Quick Switch felt all too smug as she trotted along the ceiling, till the doubled doors of the vault lay beneath and before her. This was where a delicate touch would be most required, for she would need to disarm and unlock the doors before her without alerting anypony to her presence.



It was a daunting prospect. There were layers of enchantment linked together, and prying them apart would require a good deal of time. In the distance, she could hear hooves approaching, and she let her hornlight fade, freezing in place as a patrol approached. Two guards passed by beneath her, but they did not look up. 



“I don’t even know why we’re here,” one murmured. “There’s no way she’d be inside.”



“I’d agree, but we’re still tasked with ensuring nothing has gone missing.”



The first guard sighed, but nodded his agreement, and their horns lit in tandem as they touched them to the door.



Quick Switch could not believe her luck as the doors began to grind open below her. She promised herself she could laugh later at the sheer ridiculousness of a patrol meant to ensure she hadn’t plied her trade giving her free reign to pilfer. Best of all, if she struck now, she’d have the most time to ensure her escape before anypony noticed anything missing.



She did have to shift which way was down four times more to walk down the wall, through the top of the entrance, then back up the wall and onto the ceiling. Then her eyes greedily drank in the contents of the treasure vault.



It was, in some ways, rather disappointing. Rather than the huge hoard of treasure she had hoped for, instead were a number of objects each with its own dais. None of them looked particularly notable, yet they must have some value to be kept under such high security. It wasn’t till her eyes fell upon a faded hat ringed with bells that it clicked. The vault must be meant for storing magical artifacts!



Quick Switch grinned. She didn’t have the space to take anything particularly large, which was why she’d been hoping for a cut gemstone, or some form of jewelry, but this would do just as well. The guards swept forward, but the room itself was not particularly large, and soon enough they were turning to depart.



While they had been patrolling, she had probed the room. Many of the artifacts were themselves warded, but a few showed no signs of any sort of alarm, and one was a trio of glimmering orbs that found themselves stored securely in her saddlebags. In their place was a small silver pin, a memento to prove it was her who’d come calling.



The guards were just approaching the doors once more, and Quick Switch matched their pace, lingering a bit behind just in case one thought to look up.



The exit was easier than the entry, and she sat, frozen triumphantly on the ceiling as the doors locked behind her. She had done it! She had no idea what she’d taken, but it hardly mattered! She was the first pony to actually plunder the palace vaults, and all that was left was -



“Enjoying yourself?” came a smug feminine voice, and Quick Switch felt her stomach drop out from under her. Instinct took over, and rather than reply a burst of light exploded from her horn, accompanied by a loud bang as she broke into a wild gallop. She hated having to make hot exits. They were the mark of a clumsy thief, and Quick Switch prided herself on being the best.

Still, it was better than being caught, and there was no way she was getting out quietly now. She could hear confused shouting from all round her, but the first set of guards galloped beneath her, towards the very point she was now wildly fleeing.



“The ceiling! She’s on the ceiling!” came a shout from behind her, the same voice that had made her. The guards realized their mistake too late, though, and she was past them as they wheeled and began chase. On hoof, she was quicker than them, but they had other ideas as wings spread and they launched themselves into the air. Her lead began to shrink, though another flashbang sent the pair of pegasi behind her crashing to the ground. 



Quick Switch readied another spell, while also shifting gravity again, so she abruptly dropped away from the ceiling and towards the wall. The corridor ahead was covered in windows, windows meant exits. The spell itself was crude blunt force, and a shattered window meant risk of cuts, but what it lacked in luxury it made up for in speed.



The spell never left her horn. Her magic suddenly drained away, and the ground abruptly became down again. Quick Switch yelped as she began plummeting towards the floor, only for her fall to be arrested in a glowing dark blue aura, leaving her delicately touching to the ground.



“A valiant effort, but the victory is ours,” came that same voice from before. “Still, I commend you on your boldness, although I must express confusion as to what you were thinking.”



Quick Switch slowly found herself spinning in midair, and her eyes went wide as she found herself face to face with…”Princess Luna?” The words came out in a bare whisper.



“Princess?” echoed Luna. “Hah! As if a flimsy attempt at formality could confuse us. No, you have played well, but now the time has come to abandon this foolishness and admit defeat.” She touched her horn to Quick Switch’s muzzle, and only then did her smug expression falter when nothing happened. “How have you not changed back?” Luna muttered. Quick Switch suddenly gasped as a wave of coldness swept over her, leaving her shivering in her airy prison.



Luna, for her part, looked even more flummoxed. “You aren’t...but then who...oh, horseapples!” Luna placed a hoof against her face, and muttered something further, before coolly regarding Quick Switch. “A common thief. How clever.” By now, the pair had been joined by several guards, and Luna turned to them. “Take her to the dungeon. I shall have many questions for her when I return.” A flash of magic later, and Luna was gone.








    The night princess appeared within the palace kitchens moments later, but it was too late. The snores of slumbering ponies greeted her, and Luna stormed past them, approaching the eye of the storm, where her sister sat radiating supreme contentment. A massive cake was nearby, its perfection marred by a single large slice that had been cleaved away, the very last bite now passing Celestia’s lips.



    Luna fumed as she fixed Celestia with a withering glare, only to receive a cheeky smile in response. “Do you have anything to say for yourself, sister? You aided a thief in nearly robbing us!”



    Celestia licked chocolate stains off of her own muzzle, and then said softly, “Oh, Luna, she would never have succeeded, and you know it. You’re just angry because you fell for my distraction.”



    Luna pointed to the cut cake, “And what are the chefs to do? They can hardly serve a cake today that says ‘Happy Birthday elestia’ on it!”



    Celestia giggled. “Well, I suppose they’ll have to make another one. As for this one, I’ll be happy to give it a good home. It was made for me, after all.  And as my trap for the Silver Snitch has worked, I think it only fair I be rewarded for my efforts.” She rose, and pecked her sister on the cheek. “The victory is mine this year, fair sister.”



    Luna watched as Celestia ambled away with the cake in tow. Then she swept her head about the room, and muttered, “She’s supposed to be on a diet.”
      

      
   
      Amara


      

      
      
         Marius Lucius stood motionless in the center of the circular, leaning on his oaken staff, his eyes closed. To an unsuspecting observer, it would seem as though the old wizard—in his gray tall pointed hat and white beard and hair—had fallen asleep standing. However, to acquaintances who were familiar with him and his students, he was deep in concentration.



For several minutes he waited patiently as his senses reached out into the dim and empty space of the tower, searching for its presence. The slumped bodies of the smugglers and thieves were scattered around the place. Evidently, they had underestimated the power of the artifact they brought over, especially their own wizard, a young lady barely two years past her apprenticeship who lay near the edge of the hastily scratched magic circle.



The smugglers have been onto something, something their young wizard had stumbled upon and the rest of the group capitalized on. Marius would have shaken his head if he could at the moment. It was amazing no one else had made the same discovery—after all, jumping dimensions was impossible. That was until the smuggler’s wizard made a mistake in a long jump spell and did just that, of course. A simple error in the symbols required for the spell circle. Any self-respecting High Wizard would have spotted the mistake and corrected it in a heartbeat before they even started casting.



It could not have been more than two months since the jumps started, plentiful pristine cut gems first flooded the markets all around the kingdom starting in the same period. Then came trinkets of unusual quality and aura finally rumors of a creature that led Marius to this tower. What he had not known, however, was the presence of the spirit. He came here expecting a short fight—just enough to stretch his magical muscles—and apprehend the smugglers and thieves and finally get the thing back to its dimension safely.



So here he was, still and waiting. His senses probed as it rose upwards through the stone spiral staircase, feeling all the little swirls, eddies and disturbances in the air.



There! It had hidden itself in a crevice near the third spiral of the staircase. Darting out of its hiding place, it made for the ceiling. Marius summoned a bit of his magic. A thread of hardened air latched onto the spirit. There was a flare of red and the spirit disappeared, the destroyed binding spell dissipated in tatters.



With a barely perceptible huff, Marius opened his eyes and tapped the cobbled floor twice with his staff.  The sound of flapping wings echoed in the room and a jet black raven landed on his right shoulder.



“A difficult one, eh Cassius?” Marius asked his familiar.



Cassius cawed.



Marius chuckled. “I do not believe this one is as bad as the Ghost of Westhall, my dear friend.”



Cassius cawed in reply.



Marius ran a hand through his beard and hummed. “Perhaps. But this spirit do not reek of the Underworld, it is likely a forest spirit that followed these nincompoops—” He gestured to the supine humans. “—back when they returned from over there. Luckily for them, this one seems peaceful enough, it only made them fall asleep as opposed to killing them.”



A snore punctuated his statement. Cassius cawed in agreement.



“Well, since the spirit does not want to be found, let us try something different.” 



Marius gave Cassius a small smile and raised his staff. His eyes closed once again and magic gathered at its tip. A white light lit the tower when he slammed the staff down. Several ribbons of pure white erupted from the floor and shot up into the air.



“Spirit! I bind thee! For I seek answers to a few question!”



Red fire flared, burning the ribbons but more replaced them and latched onto the spirit. A neigh, anguished and in pain echoed throughout the tower.



“Submit and I shall not destroy you! Submit!”



Marius poured more magic into the spell. The white light redoubled in brightness. The fire flared and then petered out in an avalanche of binding ribbons. Slowly, the ribbons dragged the spirit down towards Marius.



“Be calm, spirit. I merely wish to speak with you.”



“Then, you will do,” a feminine voice, harsh and filled with bitterness answered.



Red fire, now tinted with black erupted, obliterating the binds. Marius raised his staff. A dome of white flashed briefly before the fires consumed it.



“Oh dear.”



The fires descended on Marius and in a flash of black tinted red, a thoroughly confused Cassius was alone in the tower with the unconscious humans. He took off and slipped out of the tower through a small window into the night. There were two persons whom his master trusted the most and he flew in their direction.








Princess Twilight Sparkle stared the blank parchment. Her mind churned, looking for the words to put on that accursed piece of paper. A quill floated beside her head forgotten as ink dripped onto the carpeting of her study. The past two months have been well, strange. Not Ponyville strange—the stars knew how many weird things happened in Ponyville on a near weekly basis—but nevertheless strange enough.



First, there were reports of frightened diamond dogs yelping about furless and hornless minotaurs invading and driving them away from their gem mines with conjured fires, wind and lightning and wicked looking blades. It was initially dismissed as hallucinations from overwork, what with their near constant mining for their precious gems. It had to be—minotaurs could not wield magic.



A few weeks later, Hoofington reported sightings of the same creatures in the section of the Everfree forest bordering the town. The town was not attacked but ponies soon reported that their belongings—jewelry and other valuables—disappeared overnight. It was blamed on a serial cat burglar. Imaginary minotaurs stealing jewelry was impossible, after all.



Then just last week, Daisy galloped into town screaming about furless minotaurs in armor and cloaks and then promptly fainted in the town square. Twilight, along with Mayor Mare urged everypony not to wander off alone, especially not into the Everfree. Nopony went about without at least a partner and every parent watched their foals like hawks. Applejack and Rainbow Dash even went to invite Zecora to stay in the town but the zebra was adamant in staying put.



However, despite their best efforts, Ditzy Doo woke up three days ago to find her daughter, Dinky Doo gone. Ditzy was devastated and the townponies terrified. If these creatures could spirit foals away in the dead of the night through locked doors and windows, then nopony was safe. Twilight ran herself ragged casting so many wards on the houses along with a few other unicorns and helping to direct the search for Dinky.



Presently, she set the quill in the inkwell. Rubbing her bloodshot eyes, Twilight sighed. There was a sound of hooves alighting on stone floor. The balcony doors threw open and Rainbow Dash stepped into view.



“Hey, Twi,” she said.



Twilight turned around to Rainbow’s forlorn face. “Hello, Rainbow Dash. Still no sign of Dinky?”



Rainbow shook her head and then peered over Twilight’s withers. “You still trying to write that letter to Princess Celestia?”



Twilight slumped. “Yes… but I just can’t find the right words to put it! The Royal Guards Princess Celestia sent were a great help but those minotaurs were long gone…”



Rainbow frowned. “What do you mean? There’s still plenty of the Everfree forest to cover!”



Once again, Twilight sighed. “Rainbow, while you and your team were searching the northeastern sector towards Zecora’s hut, I had the Royal Guards check the spots where the minotaurs were claimed to have been spotted.”



Rainbow hovered and crossed her forelegs. “And yeah?”



“They found tracks, well, boot or shoe prints. It was nothing like anypony have seen!” Twilight grinned, clopping her hooves. “By my estimate from the size and known minotaur hoof to height ratio, they must be over eight feet tall—”



“Focus, Twilight.” Rainbow rolled her eyes.



Twilight blushed. “Oh, right. Yes. Tracks. The guards followed the tracks but they disappeared further into the forest. The rain must have washed them away…” Twilight held up a hoof to forestall Rainbow. “But don’t worry! There was enough tracks for me to extrapolate the direction and I triangulated it to,” she levitated a map of the Everfree forest and poked a hoof on the castle ruins, “here.”



Rainbow looked at the map and then flared her wings. “Dinky’s there? So what are we waiting for? We should rescue her!”



She turned and galloped out of the door only for her to be wrapped in a magenta glow and floated back in front of a less-than-impressed Twilight.



“I wasn’t finished. The guards checked the castle and found it empty. There was a magic circle of some kind.” Twilight’s face fell. “It’s nothing I’ve read or seen and it must be what the minotaurs used to get here… and back to wherever they live.” She set Rainbow down.



“B-but what about Dinky? How do I tell Ditzy?!” Rainbow was suddenly in Twilight’s face.



Twilight turned back to the parchment, still as blank as before Rainbow dropped in. “That’s why I can’t put the words in my letter…” she said, barely louder than a whisper.



“Twilight, look. We can’t just give up now!”



Twilight slumped once again, her wings sagging. “I know… I posted guards at the circle, in case the minotaurs returned.”



Rainbow bumped her hooves. “And when those foalnappers come back, I’m gonna give a piece of my hoo—”



A loud bang cut her off. The ground shook for a brief moment, throwing Twilight and Rainbow off their hooves. When they picked themselves up, the two of them galloped out onto the balcony. Looking north to the green expanse of the Everfree forest, a pillar of oily and red tinted smoke rose near the eastern edge.



Rainbow’s heart sank. “That’s Zecora’s hut!”



Twilight and Rainbow shared a brief look before they took wing. Twilight hoped that they were not too late.








“No, Nigel… I don’t want to give up my Guide to Every Owl Familiar Needs…” Olivia Cromwell murmured as she buried her face into her pillow.



Nigel, the snowy owl familiar in question dozed in his perch across his master’s bed. There was a sound of a rock hitting the window and he jerked into consciousness. He peered out of the window into the magelight lit street and saw nothing. 



Nigel closed his eyes and returned to sleep. He promptly jumped when something thumped on the window. This time, he saw a familiar raven scratching at the window. With a twitch of a wing and a thread of magic, the window flew open in a rush of wind.



Olivia shot up in her bed with a yelp. “Nigel! What did I tell you about letting the autumn in?”



Her eyes widened as Cassius alighted on the foot of her bed.



“Cassius? What are you doing here?”



Cassius cawed.



“What!? What did the professor do this time?”



Another caw.



Olivia sighed. “And now he needs us to save his senile, old arse.”



Cassius preened for a brief moment before he gave a little caw.



Olivia rubbed her face with her hands. “Right. Let me go get Elizabeth and we can get moving. Marius’ residence first?”



Cassius nodded and flew over to Olivia’s right shoulder.



“Nigel, please get Sapphira. You know where she is.” Olivia slipped on a robe and walked the ten steps to Elizabeth’s room. 



Elizabeth was already up and changing into her heavy dress and coat. She glanced over to Olivia’s questioning look. “You were not exactly quiet, Olivia. Please get changed.”



Olivia shrugged and returned to her room. I wonder what stupid spirit or magical artifact did the professor chased down this time? she thought as she pulled on her own dress and cloak and slipped into her pair of boots. Grabbing her oak wood staff and clipping on her holding bag, Olivia stepped out into the corridor. Elizabeth was already downstairs, her glimmering white staff at the ready.



The small party exited the two storey apartment.







Marius’ residence was were all the across the city. Whitehall, the capital city of the Kingdom of Albion, was heavily patrolled by the Royal Guards, so for an average citizen, it was reasonably safe. But of course, it was also prudent to be ready when travelling at night. Low crime did not mean no crime, after all. Nigel and a black cat, Sapphira, joined Olivia, Elizabeth and Cassius halfway through the narrow streets.



The moon was on its way towards the horizon when they reach Marius’ residence. The thin three storey apartment was a simple stone and mortar affair, sitting in a small square plot of well-tended grass. Cassius leapt off Olivia’s shoulder and disappeared over the wrought iron gate. A few moments later the gate unlocked and opened itself in a small flash of blue-white magic.



Olivia and Elizabeth stepped through to find the front door already opened. They stepped the threshold into the dim light of their mentor’s house.



“So, what is this parcel we’re supposed to be picking up, Cassius?”



Cassius disappeared further into the apartment, cawing loudly.



Olivia shot an incredulous look at Elizabeth. “Did he just say…”



She trailed off when a pale violet head topped with a horn and scraggly blond mane peeked out of the doorway to Marius’ study.



“Oh good lord, Cassius did say a unicorn!”



There was an “Eep!” and the head disappeared back into the room. Olivia could barely contain her squeal as she all but ran over with an impassive Elizabeth in her wake.



“Oh! Oh! Would you like a carrot?” Olivia asked as the foal stared at her, its amber eyes the size of pinpricks.



“U-um, I am a little hungry…”



Olivia gasped. “She talks!” she squealed.



And then Nigel landed on Olivia’s head and pecked.



“Nigel! Stop it! Ouch!” Olivia winced as the snowy owl dragged her away by her red hair.



Elizabeth crouched in the space vacated by Olivia with a small carrot in hand. A small smile appeared on Elizabeth’s face when the filly nibbled on the carrot. “Hello, little one. Professor Marius sent us.”



Recognition lit in the filly’s eyes. “A-are you Miss Somerset?”



Elizabeth Somerset nodded. “And the loud one there is Olivia Cromwell.” She pointed to the pouting woman. “The professor has described us to you?”



“Uh huh. Professor Mar-ee-us said only the two of you can enter his house…” The filly nodded. “Oh, I’m Dinky Doo by the way…” Dinky tipped her head shyly.



“She’s so adorable~” Olivia yelped in pain when Nigel pecked her again. “Nigel!”



Elizabeth patted Dinky. “Marius want us to bring you to him. Are you ready to travel?”



Dinky nodded.



Elizabeth scooped the filly up in her arms. “Then let us be going,” she said. 








Zecora’s hut was smoldering when Twilight and Rainbow landed in the clearing. Twilight’s horn lit and several pieces of burnt wood lifted into the air and deposited them to the side. Rainbow lifted off and hovered over the burnt ruin, looking. After several minutes of lifting and looking, Rainbow shook her head. Zecora was nowhere to be found.



Twilight heaved a sigh of relief. Dread still gnawed at her, however, as Zecora was still missing. Twilight hoped it really was not the minotaurs this time. Now, she had to make her next move. What caused the explosion? The red tint… Then realization dawned on her.



Twilight turned to the flying Rainbow. “Rainbow! Did you see the Alicorn Amulet?”



“Nuh-uh.” Rainbow shrugged.



Twilight’s eyes shrunk to pinpricks. “Oh no…”



An explosion of red flames to the north rocked the forest.



“This is bad.” Twilight started to hyperventilate.



“Twilight!”



Twilight turned at the voice Rarity. Her friend waved at her from a chariot along with Fluttershy. The chariot touched down a few feet in front of Twilight. Pinkie Pie and Applejack joined soon after in another chariot.



The guards unhitched themselves and bowed. “Princess Twilight, we got here as soon as we found the rest of the Elements of Harmony.”



Twilight straightened up, suddenly painfully aware of the crown on her crown. With a breath and a wave of her hoof, she quietened her fast-beating heart. Turning to the guard who addressed her, she said: “Stay here in case Zecora finds her way back. Make sure the area is safe. The girls and I will find out what’s happening to the north.”



The guard nodded. “Yes, your highness.” He began barking orders at the other guards.



“Let’s go, girls.” Twilight trotted into the forest, confident that her friends were right behind her.








“Why do you insist in helping this world, human?”



Marius deftly deflected a red beam of magic directed at him. The spirit had a form now, an elegant horse with slender legs, body and head. Her fur was a sleek black and her mane a fiery red. Most curiously were her possession of wings and a horn. With a twirl of his staff, he redirected another red magic beam into a tree, slicing it cleanly in half. 



“As I recalled, you were the one who brought me here, intending to destroy it.” Marius smiled. “I cannot see this beautiful world simply go to waste.”



“They deserve it!” the spirit snarled. “They lifted nary a hoof while I suffered!”



Marius was contemplative for a few seconds. With a tap of his staff, balls of pure white light slammed onto the hooves of the spirit. “You are a mare of many doors. I unlock one and it reveals another,” he said.



The spirit stopped. “What are you getting at, human?”



Marius leaned on his staff. “You were trapped in that trinket for a long time. You felt abandoned.” He stared into her blood red eyes. “You are nothing but a scared little girl.”



The spirit jerked as though struck by a lightning spell. Then a tremor ran through her. “… Enough. Enough! You shall perish along with the princesses who abandoned me to a fate worse than death!”



Marius braced himself as great waves of magic gathered at her horn. White energy gathered at the tip of Marius’ staff, ready to disperse into a dome of hardened air.



However, before the spirit could release its attack, multihued light erupted behind Marius. He looked back in time to see a rainbow of light arching into the sky, crashing down on both of them. It felt refreshing, like a hearty hug of a good friend. Not so for the spirit, however, as she wailed in anger as the light burnt it to tinder.



Almost as soon as the light started, it ended, depositing Marius roughly on his feet. As soon as his vision cleared, six mares stepped into view. Each of them was a representative of the color in the rainbow he saw. Each of them also stared wide eyed him, silent.



The silence was broken by a sobbing. Marius glanced over a snow white unicorn with cornflower blue mane. Evidently, that was the spirit. The light had cleansed her instead of destroy.



There was a rustle of underbrush and his two students, along with the filly burst into the clearing.



“Aww, are we too late to save your silly arse again, old man?” Olivia asked, panting.



Marius smiled. “We are done here.”
      

      
   
      The Millennial Vault


      

      
      
         “This is some gig huh?”



Breaker Fold turned slightly, sizing up the owner of the voice next to him. Dull green fur, waist-jacket and adorning the head - one slightly worn trilby. Almost certainly a unicorn, but Breaker wasn’t going to knock his hat off to check. Was he was certain of was the pony’s profession - a journalist, just like himself. Nothing obvious from the overall picture, but from the little details. The straightened posture, keen, hawkish eyes still evident behind a pair of ritzy glasses, clipboard poking up from his saddlebag, and as if that wasn’t enough, the camera strapped around his neck. 



“It better be,” Breaker replied, starting to feel rather claustrophobic in the standing crowd. “My boss is gonna kill me if I don’t get at least three hundred words out of this thing.” 



The journalist smiled. Breaker knew if he was any good at his job, he would’ve already made exactly the same impressions about him. 



“Ink Stroke, The Canterlot Times,” his counterpart said, introducing himself with a raised hoof.



“Breaker Fold, Hayward Gazette.” Breaker completed the hoofbump after a microsecond of surprise. Perhaps all those rumours of everypony in Canterlot being a stuck-up busybody were unfounded after all. 



“Hayward? Hayward-on-Sea? Isn’t that that small town on the coast to the west? What are you doing out here?” Ink half-raised an eyebrow.



“Well, Princess Twilight’s opening with the pre-speech, and I’ve never done a piece on royalty before. You wouldn’t believe how much people clamour for that kind of news when you’re as out in the sticks as we are. My boss practically begged me to make the trip.” 



“Mm...makes sense I guess. In Canterlot, we have a whole division dedicated to the royal stuff. Say umm...I’m surprised. I mean don’t get me wrong but, it’s not often you see an earth pony doing our job.” 



“Heh, I know.” Breaker had gotten this reaction a fair few times back home. “I did a special course in quill-writing. I’m probably almost as fast using my mouth here than you are with your magic.” 



“Crikey,” Ink replied, genuinely impressed. “Might have to put that to the test in a minute.”



The murmurs from the crowd around them hushed suddenly, grabbing Breaker’s attention. A movement on the makeshift stage ahead absorbed the scrutiny of everypony around, before deflating into a ripple of disappointed sighs. Just a runner, apparently supplying the podium with a sheetload of notes.



“False alarm,” Breaker sighed. Growing up miles away from the nearest city hadn’t exactly prepared him well for the rigours of the present claustrophobic situation, and he shuffled awkwardly, trying to avoid bumping into the ponies around him. 



“So uhm...you guys know anything about this thing that the common pony doesn’t?” Ink asked, straining to make himself heard above the general racket.



Breaker hesitated briefly. Sharing information between rival reporters was a particularly grey area in their industry. It might net you some more valuable gossip in return, but of course the opposing scenario was equally possible. Luckily in this case, he had an easy answer to make.



“Diddly squat,” he replied, scratching the silver fur on his side. “Heard the term ‘Time Capsule’ floating about but that’s just one of many rumours going around.”



“That’s my bet on what it is. This cave’s supposedly been shut off for over a hundred years. Some of my colleagues back home have different ideas, but why would they send Twilight out of the Princesses down here if that wasn’t the case? Everypony knows that schtick is right up her alley.”



Breaker coughed. “Some would say that’s a poor choice of words.”



“How do you mean?”



About to answer, Breaker caught sight of a flash of purple up ahead, beyond the sea of pony heads. And then there she was - Princess Twilight Sparkle on stage in the flesh, having emerged from the woodlands completely dominating the landscape. Only the large stone structure to the right of the stage provided a break from nature’s dominion here, what with it’s clear artificial origins.



Ink immediately brought up his camera and got a first flash away, while the crowd was still half-distracted. It took a very decent salary to be able to afford a luxury item as that, which said much about the unicorn’s capabilities. For Breaker, his edited notes would have to be enough. 



Twilight approached the podium, gleaming at the crowd all the way. Breaker had almost expected her to be lacking on the confidence side, having not been a princess for terribly long, but she looked remarkably suited to the role. As she brought up the notes left for her, he started planning out the start of the article in his head. 



Princess Twilight Sparkle, on her first solo royal outing, squashed all qualms about her confidence with a lively and engaging opening speech on the surprise unveiling of the mysterious “Time Capsule”...hmm...better not get ahead of myself.



A few more flashes erupted around as other journalists managed to get shots away. The whole crowd had almost silenced, and suddenly Breaker noticed he could hear the wind again, blowing through the trees. For some reason, the tension was quite palpable. 



“Good day to you, everypony, and welcome to the Applewood Hills!” Twilight’s voice lit up the area like a match. Breaker felt the hairs on his neck prick up. “I understand many of you are still somewhat confused as to why you’ve been asked to travel out here, but rest assured I hope to answer most of your questions in the next few minutes.” 



Breaker watched on already impressed, as the Princess left the podium and headed right, towards the edge of the stage. Cut into the mountain just beyond lay the obvious object of attention. “This - if the few records we have of this place are to be believed - is the Millennial Vault.” Twilight motioned with an outstretched hoof towards the fifteen foot-high outline, clearly depicting a set of stone doors. “To be rather brief about what we know, some unicorns living near here on this day a thousand years ago decided to bury something here with the intention of ponies like us in this time to re-discover it. Many historians - myself included - think the timing with Princess Luna’s...incident is too much of a coincidence, and so the likely theory is that much of what we’ll find will be mementoes to her isolation, along with general tokens and artifacts.”



“Pah, unlikely,” Ink whispered. “Don’t think Miss Night Princess was popular with anyone back then.”



“Hmm? Oh..sure.” Breaker only half-listened, already enraptured by Princess Twilight’s words. Clearly she was holding back on her enthusiasm for the finding as per protocol. 



“...and on a personal note, I just want to say how excited I am to be here to see the vault’s unveiling,” Twilight continued. “Memories of this time period are understandably sensitive for my fellow Princesses, and they felt it was an ideal opportunity for me to handle this event on my own. So I thank you for your consideration, and hope you all will learn as much as I hope to from this discovery. If my calculations are correct, we should start seeing something as soon as sunset finishes.”



As Princess Twilight stopped, Breaker immediately became aware of how dark it had become. The sky had lost all traces of azure blue and the first starlight dots had already appeared faintly. The trees didn’t look nearly as beautiful now. 



“Can you imagine if the maths is wrong? We could be stuck standing here like lemons in front of this thing for hours. Thank Celestia it isn’t winter.” Ink took a final photo of Twilight’s face before she turned to face the stone doors. 



“Princess Twilight’s a genius, so I’ve heard. You don’t honestly think she could mess up on something like this?” Breaker said back.

“Oh well...sure, but I’m just saying. Don’t wanna be stuck out here for lo-”



A dim, almost buzzing like sensation suddenly throbbed all around, permeating the landscape. Through his hooves, Breaker could feel the earth beneath writhing and contorting. Ink could no doubt feel something similar in the surrounding magical field, judging by the look on his face.



“You feel that?” he yelled, above the immediate shills of the crowd.



“Yeah!” Breaker responded. A pair of royal guards from nowhere had leapt to the Princess’ side, but the mare herself hadn't moved.    



“It’s moving! Collating towards the doors there!”



Breaker felt it, a pull of tension in the earth towards the vault. And then the stone carving glowed, fizzing with energy - the outline of the doors lit up like neon. More than one pony in the crowd looked on the verge of panic, but most stared forward enraptured by the sight. Ink furiously snapped up more pictures while he could.



“This is gold! Gold! Never seen anything like this in my career before!” 



“I’ve got a bad feeling about this!” Breaker yelled, all at once aware that ‘new’ most likely meant something dangerous. Or at the very least, unfamiliar.



“No...way!” Ink said, eye glued to the lens of his camera. Breaker looked again at the Vault, where the bright outlines had faded away, but the central vertical line has split right down the middle. Squinting in the lack of light, he could just make out a dark edge now separating each equal half. And with a low rumble, the set of doors started to move, the out edges acting like hinges as the black edge became a wider and wider abyss. The crackling of magic had ceased, as had all voice from the crowd. Only the growl of stone on stone tore through the air like thunder. 



“Okay everypony, this is it!” Princess Twilight said loudly, addressing the throng of ponies once more. “Nothing to worry about. This was a clearly timed spell designed to engage the door mechanism at precisely the right time. I will illuminate the path ahead and enter first with my guards. The archeologists present shall follow first, and if we then give the all clear, the rest of you can enter as well.” 



With a loud boom, the stone doors finally collided with the walls, revealing a cave-like entrance of total blackness. Immediately, The Princess’s horn shimmered, and a resulting orb of lavender light burst into existence, floating over the threshold. Before Breaker could get any kind of view inside, the royal and her escorts followed suit, blocking his line of sight. Somewhat reluctantly, eight rather stiff and aging ponies approached the entrance - one or two hesitating to take closer looks at the doors before finally entering the blackness. By the time the last had disappeared from the light, no trace of Twilight’s light spell remained. 








Ten minutes passed, and the air was unbelievably still. 



“How long do you think they’ll be?” Breaker asked his companion. Every remaining pony had converged with associates, dotting the clearing with groups of three to six individuals. As every minute ticked by, more looks went over towards the Vault. 



“Who knows?” Ink replied, already scribbling down notes on a notepad. “Could be anyone’s guess how long those old stuffers want to examine everything before they let us common riff-raff down there.”



An unease clawed away at Breaker. Maybe Ink couldn’t feel it, but earth ponies could sense if something underground nearby was amiss, and there was definitely something not right in the sensations underneath his hooves. 



“I’m going in,” Breaker said, surprising himself with how quickly he had come to the decision.



“You what mate? It’s only been a short while. Don’t panic over nothing.”



“But that’s it! We’ve heard nothing! Surely one of them would’ve come back up by now?”



Ink sighed. “You wait, in about five minutes you’ll see em come back and-”



“There’s a Princess in there!” Breaker roared, far too loudly to not be heard by the entire clearing. Every head unsubtley turned towards him in jarring realisation. Ink took one look around, and clambered onto his feet hesitantly. 



“Okay, okay, I’m in. But uhh...you first, if that’s okay with you.” 



Nodding, Breaker immediately trotted over towards the gaping opening, determined not to look back. The fading light outside made it a little easier to see inside the cave, but not by much. He could only make out the further limits of the inside walls before they disappeared in the gloom. 



“Come right back if you see anything suspicious, okay?” a mare nearby said. 



“You got it. Don’t suppose anypony here knows a light spell like the Princess?” Ink asked.



Breaker took the ensuing silence as a negative. Just one step before walking inside, he stopped, and sniffed the air. He couldn’t place the smell, but whatever it was, it didn’t smell fresh. 



“My camera’s got the flash. We can use that in an emergency,” Ink said, moving alongside him.



Breaker nodded, and taking a deep breath, stepped beyond the doors, into nothingness. 








The cave took them at first through a couple of turns, before dipping slightly. Breaker half-expected to see stairs appear, but the angle so far had been comfortably shallow. Surprisingly, he could still see a few feet in front of him. Either his eyes had adjusted extremely well to the dark, or there was some faint source of light creeping in from somewhere. 



“It’s too quiet. We should've heard them by now,” Ink said, the atmosphere having driven away his previous conviction totally. 



“Mmm…” Breaker kept his ears faced forward, hoping to pick up the first hint of a voice. A cry for help. Anything. 



“Why would the unicorns even dig out something this deep? This could go on for miles and-”



“Shhh!” 



“What?”



“SHHHH!” Breaker thought he had missed it after a few seconds of silence, but somewhere deep ahead, he caught a faint cry. The same word repeated over and over again. 



Run



“It’s them!” Breaker surged forwards, almost immediately colliding with the wall as the tunnel pitched leftwards. 



“Slow down! I can’t see a damn thing!” 



“Not risking it!” Breaker called back, galloping onwards, feeling with every sense he could muster towards the path ahead. With every step, the cries became louder.



Run!



“I can hear them! What’ll we do?” Ink yelled, panting just behind. 



“I don’t know! Just run!” Breaker called back, quite happily substituting the lack of a plan for focusing on not crashing into any more obstacles. The tunnel was a long straight now, still dipping downwards into the deep earth.



“RUN!”  



“Woah! Woah hey! It’s us!” Breaker shouted, suddenly aware the other ponies couldn’t be far in front of him.



“Move! We’ve got the Princess! Get the heck out of here!”



The voice slammed through Breaker like a shockwave, and he dived right just in time to avoid the onrush of a dozen ponies hurtling in the opposite direction. A startled yelp from behind him suggested Ink had just about managed to do the same in time. 



“What happened!? What are you running from?” Breaker yelled to all of them. 



“Just run!” somepony cried, and in that millisecond, Breaker caught a briefest flash of purple fur, suspended on the back of metallic armour. The last pony passed, leaving Breaker flustered, desperately trying to process every scrap of information flowing through his brain. 



“What are you doing!?” Ink came up alongside him. “That looked like all of them, so why are you just standing there!?”



The rumbles of galloping hooves receded. But it wasn’t replaced by silence. Breaker couldn’t tell what the first thing he heard was, only that it sounded low, quiet...and alien. 



Then the screaming. He had never heard screaming like that before in his life. It was as if a thousand ponies had decided all at once to wail their lungs out, but nopony he knew of screamed like that. It was high-pitched, chilling him to the core, and ever-increasing in volume.  



“Breaker! Let’s GO!”








The two ponies hurtled back over the threshold, to a crowd of extremely worried ponies gathered in a huge huddle.



“Is that the Princess!?” Ink screamed, still breathing heavily from exertion. 



“She fell unconscious. Something down there knocked her out, but she’s still breathing,” the nearest guard said, sweating protrously from his armour. “Please tell me you weren't followed.” 



A chorus cry of howls emanated from the darkness behind, and all three ponies swiveled round in shock. 



“Crap! You’re a unicorn! Close those doors!” Breaker bellowed at the guard.



“I can’t handle both! Look how heavy they are! If another could help me then maybe I could close one.” 



“A time for heroes huh?” Ink lit up his horn. Breaker hadn’t even noticed he’d lost his hat somewhere behind. 



Another much louder piercing scream erupted from the gloom, heard by all in the clearing. A few ponies were already scrambling away down the woodland trail back to civilization. Not hesitating, the two unicorns projected their magic onto each door. 



“Gah! Hnnng! Ink visibly strained as the weight of the task hit him, while the guard didn’t fare much better. Very slowly, the doors came away from the walls. 



Far too slowly. Breaker could feel the vibrations in the earth drumming louder. Whatever it was would be upon them before the doors would close.



“I need time! Give me your camera!” Breaker yelled to Ink. 



“Fine! Take it! Lil busy here!” Ink’s eyes clenched shut as his dug his hooves right into the ground, sweat pouring off his head. 



Rushing, Breaker gripped the strap with his teeth, and pulled the device completely off Ink. Clutching it with a hoof, he moved toward the entrance, right to the edge of darkness. Something rotten was flowing outwards into the world with the wind; the air stunk of age and sulphur. 



“What are you doing!? Get back from there!” the guard shouted. 



“Buying you time!” Breaker replied, not even knowing if this would have any effect at all. But something was better than nothing, and this situation looked like it could turn deadly if the latter happened. Maybe even world-threatening.



He raised the camera as every synapse in his head told him to move, to run, to get away from the doors. Every scream ploughed into him like a freight train, flushing his body with fear. But somehow, the signals to his feet to remain firm won out. Just as a shape in the darkness ahead took form, Breaker raised his right hoof, and hit the button on top of the camera.    



And the flash illuminated everything.








"So...the Princess is in good health, Breaker?"



"Yes Chief. Supposedly she doesn't remember anything after entering the cave."



"Good...good. Well this security decree is going to make things difficult. The public will know eventually, they always do."



"I think the Princesses want to buy some time. Try and evaluate exactly what happened."



"Ha! After everything you've said, I don't think anypony will know exactly what the hay is down there." 



"At least it's over now. Am I dismissed Chief? Kinda want to go home and see Sandy, haven't had time to pop back yet."



"Sure thing, oh, and let me know if any pictures made it out of there. Those'll be worth something in the near future, mark my words."



"..."



"Breaker?"



"I can tell you right now Chief, you won't be seeing any pictures."



"How come?"



"We burnt them. We burnt them all." 



  



 

 



    
      

      
   
      Disappearence of Chaos


      

      
      
         In the days following Tirek’s demise, all was peaceful in Ponyville. No monsters attacked the city, political conflict was at a minimum, and the town’s locals heroes, the bearers of the Elements of Harmony, soon returned to their normals lives like they did at the end of every adventure. Princess Twilight spent a good week resting from her epic battle. And in this time of supposed rest the chaotic spirit who watched over the village vanished.



    At first, no one took notice, ‘tis the way when someone only appears when they wish to be seen. After a fortnight of no sightings, the yellow pegasus who called it her friend invited it to have tea with her. When three o’clock came on that Tuesday afternoon, no one came.



    The friend of the spirit became worried and rushed into town, straight to the giant crystal tree that rested in the midst. She opened to doors to see Twilight scrunching her face at a cup of coffee made from ingredients Celestia sent. Apparently she would need to learn how to like the stuff to survive royalty. When she noticed Fluttershy in the entrance, she set down her cup and trotted up to her friend.



    “Ah, Fluttershy!  Nice to see you this afternoon. What brings you here today?”



    “Well, um, I have a problem… assuming you don’t have one.”



    “Fluttershy, you know me. If you have a problem I’ll help you fix it, no matter what I have going on.”



    “Are you sure.? You look awfully tired and I’d hate to interrupt your beauty sleep.”



    “It’s three in the afternoon. Also, I just had some coffee. I’m good to go.”



    “Okay. You see, Discord is missing. He hasn’t been seen for sixteen days and he didn’t come to the tea party I invited him to. I’m worried.”



    “Go find Spike and sent him a letter. He should respond quickly, or else I’ll write Celestia. Spike is upstairs reading a new comic book.”  Fluttershy nodded and left the room, and Twilight went back to her endless piles of bureaucratic paperwork.



    Fluttershy stayed calm until the doors closed behind her, but then proceeded to run up the stairs until she found Spikes room and knocked. “Spike, it’s Fluttershy.”



    “Give me a second!  Spike jumped up and opened his door. “How may I help you Fluttershy?”



    “I need to send a letter to Discord.”



    “Alright. What do you want to say?”



    “Ask him, ‘Are you alright?’”



    Spike scrawled the message out and breathed green fire onto note. The thirty seconds that passed felt like an eternity, but at last a message popped out, followed by a second one. In big red ink, the words “Return to sender” were written. Indeed, the scroll that followed was the letter Spike had just written.



    “Can we try one to Celestia now?”







    The letter back from Celestia only said, “Let me ask him myself.”  After ten minutes of waiting for a reply, Fluttershy returned home to feed her animals dinner. Spike returned to reading the newest issue of Power Ponies where an entire army of diamond dogs was raiding Manhattan, ending on a cliffhanger where the team was struggling to work together and Matterhorn lost his horn. After the exciting issue, Spike went to find grub and instead found Twilight napping at the dinner table with her head in the pasta.



    Spike found himself some more spaghetti with gemballs and wolfed down the meal; a little too quickly it seemed, as his stomach soon ached… wait a minute. He burped and a reply from Celestia came on black parchment with a lime green seal. He opened it to see the message forwarded from Discord:  “Send Friendship.”



    A second letter came up, this time actually from Celestia. “Discord lives at the very top of Canterlot Mountain. Twilight, you should hurry and go to him. I fear what he will do in his secluded insanity.”



    Spike looked up and said, “Uh, Twilight?”



    Twilight grunted and lifted her head from her plate.



    “You and Fluttershy need to climb Canterlot Mountain and help Discord.”



    Twilight perked up at the work help. “You mean he’s in danger?”



    “Take a look at the letter yourself.”  Spike tossed the letter across the table and Twilight read it.



    “Oh, we should leave for Canterlot at once, the next train will be leaving soon. Wait, who will take care of the castle?”



    “Leave that to me.”



    “Are you sure you can handle it?”



    “Of course, how hard can it be?”



    Twilight winced at the last statement which normally meant that Murphy’s law was about to take effect, but since she was in a hurry she did not feel like arguing. She grabbed her saddlebag packed specifically for emergencies and ran out the door to find Fluttershy.








    Flying up the bottom part of the mountain would be easy, but after a thousand feet the wind would become too much for the average flier, which unfortunately is exactly what Fluttershy and Twilight Sparkle are. Therefore, part one of their voyage would be flying and part two would good old fashioned vertically scaling the mountain.



    Twilight led Fluttershy away from the train station and walked to the edge of town closest to the axis of the mountain. “Are you ready for this Fluttershy. It’s just a few hundred feet up, shouldn’t take too long to fly. Then we can rest, eat breakfast, and climb tomorrow. By my calculations we’ll be there by this time tomorrow.”



    “Ready.”  The two took off; Twilight slightly faster as her wings were slightly larger than her peer’s. At first flapping to gain lift was easy, but after propelling herself up three hundred feet Fluttershy was becoming visibly tired. Twilight looked up towards the ledge they were aiming to hit, still another two hundred feet above them. She started to beat faster and glided around her immediate area. After a minute she found what she was looking for.



    “Fluttershy, come over here!  There’s a hot air current that we can glide with!”  Twilight waited for Fluttershy to come over then spread her wings to max lenght and went soaring upwards on the thermal. In no time at all, she had ascended the full height she had intended and flapped herself forwards only to be caught by a blast of cold wind knocking her to the left. She did a barrel roll and shot forwards towards the ledge. 



    The wind added to her momentum and she was forced to brake to avoid hitting the ledge face first. She stuck her hooves upwards, catching the ledge above her and scrambled upwards. She lifted herself up a few inches, but then her left hoof slipped off and her right one began to slid backwards. Twilight was losing ground, but then another hoof grabbed her and pulled her up the mountain.



    “Thank you.”  Fluttershy had a much easier time making it to the ledge and had pulled Twilight to safety. Both ponies pulled a water bottle out of their saddlebags and began to drink. After they had their fill, Twilight began working on starting a fire and Fluttershy took out her blankets. After a light snack, the two looked out at the view.



    “Wow!” exclaimed Fluttershy. “She looked to the left side of her view. “I can see Hayseed Swamp. I’d love to go and visit sometime to see the wildlife.”



    “Me too. I’ve heard great things about researching the plants for cures to diseases. They have some of the world’s top medical ponies there and I’d love to see how top-notch their labs are.”



    “I can also see Ponyville on fire.”



    “You what!” shouted Twilight. “What has Spike done this time…”  She looked down to see that Ponyville was completely unharmed. Fluttershy was giggling with her hoof over her mouth.



    “I’m sorry Twilight, I couldn’t resist.”



    “I see Discord has rubbed off on you.”  Both ponies silently looked up and stared at the top of the mountain. They still had a long way to go before saving Discord.



    “Twilight…” mumbled Fluttershy after what seemed to be an eternity of staring upwards.



    “Yes.”



    “Do you think we’re too late?”



    Twilight was hesitant to answer, but eventually choked out the word “No.”  By this point it was late and it was time for the ponies to hit the hay. Both of them were tired and instantaneously fell asleep.





    

    Waking up took about as much time as falling asleep. Not so much because of Twilight’s alarm clock spell; more so the giant flaming boulder that fell and nearly hit Fluttershy. Twilight jumped to her feet and saw that the rock had disappeared and in it’s place were hundreds of flying lobsters that were flying eastwards into the sun.



    Looking up, Twilight saw that no more boulders were coming. “Huh,” she said. “I guess that’s Discords way of telling us to wake up.”  She reached into her bag and pulled out a glimmering orange rope. “After the Power Ponies incident, I got the idea for a magic rope. Applejack says she doesn't need one, but for us it will help by grabbing onto a rock big enough to support our weight up at the next ledge.”



    Fluttershy nodded and Twilight sent the rope upwards until it finally stopped moving. Twilight gave it a tug. Secure. Using magic, Twilight soldered the bottom end of the rope to the ground. It wouldn’t do any good to have the rope blowing around. She could already feel the morning wind yanking her mane.



    Twilight was letting Fluttershy go first. They both clipped their saddlebags to the rope and began to climb. It was easy enough at first. Even with the wind the rope was taught enough to stay close to the mountain. Even though climbing was tough work, there were plenty of small ledges to take a break on. By lunchtime Twilight estimated that they were almost there.



    They ate in relative silence. Much of their view now was blocked by low-hanging clouds and both were too tired for small talk. When they were ready to head off again, the weather took a turn for the worse.



    “Twilight, snow!”  Indeed there was snow, although by this point only light flurries.



    “Let’s hurry up then and try to beat out the storm. Normally I wouldn’t recommend this but we’re in a hurry.”  Both clipped up again and Twilight attached the rope to their current ledge. Never hurts to be too careful. Except that one time with Applejack…



    Fluttershy’s tail brushing against Twilight’s face as she took off snapped her focus back into place. Twilight began taking her first step when a snow drop flew in her mouth and landed on her tongue. Instead of cooling it, a sharp burning sensation hit her tongue. She let out a yelp of pain.



    “What is it?” asked Fluttershy before getting some snow in her mouth too.



    “It’s snowing hot sauce. Don’t talk!” cried Twilight, getting more snow in her mouth. She opened one wing and tried to cover her face with it. The wind shook her and her face nearly collided with the mountain. “That won’t work,” she thought. She closed her wing and scrunched up her face.



    With every passing step the storm got worse because they were getting closer to the cloud. If Twilight’s eyes were open, she would see as much as she could with them shut. The hot sauce snow on her coat felt weird but thankfully not too cold or too hot. Twilight squinted open one eye to see how far they had yet to climb.



    Agony!  Her eye started to burn and she attempted to force herself to cry it out, but dehydration was taking it’s toll. She had to push on even with the pain in her eyeball. Not enough snow got in to her eye to do permanent damage. She had to keep climbing. For Discord.



    “Twilight, I’m out!”  Fluttershy’s voice sent a wave of relief and she started to climb faster until she could no longer feel the snow pelting her from all angles. She dared open her eyes. At first she was taken aback by how bright the world was, but she could see properly. The cloud was below them and the ledge they were climbing to was only ten feet above them.



    The two finished climbing up and immediately took out their water bottles. With their hydration replenished, both ponies began to cry the natural tears of joy from a job well done, rinsing the hot sauce out of their faces. After a good ten minutes of rest, they were ready to move on.



    “There’s a door over there,” said Twilight and they both started marching towards it. To Twilight’s dismay, the door had a large lock in the center the shape of Discord’s head but not keyhole in it. The red wood of the arched double-door was embellished by gold swirls and squiggles, almost symmetrical but with slight enough differences to drive the average onlooker mad. The gold frame had the word “Welcome” printed across.



    Twilight was about to say something but then the lock opened itself and fell to the ground. The two ponies glanced at each other and ran inside… only to be stopped by another door, identical to the first in every way except with purple wood and lime green embellishments. This one did not open as they approached.



    “What now?” asked Fluttershy.



    “I’m gonna try blasting it.”  This decision nearly knocked Twilight’s left wing off when the magic bolt reflected off the door and flew into the sky where it probably hit a cat or something.



    “There’s an inscription above the door, but I can’t read it.”  Twilight looked up and grinned.



    “It’s a good thing Discord’s taste in literature is similar to mine, this is from a book. It simply says ‘Speak friend and enter.’  I just need to say the word friend in the right language.”  She rotated her head back to the door. “Mellon!” she shouted and the door opened as she planned.



    “There’s another door,” said Fluttershy. This one was orange and black. “I can read this one I think. It says ‘Only the true act of friendship.’  What does he mean?”



    “Of course!  The first door opened because coming to him was an act of friendship. Now we need to do something else.”  They both stopped to stare at the door. Neither pony knew what to do. After a long while, Fluttershy spoke up.



    “Twilight, what were some of your more memorable friendship lessons?”



    “Don’t cheat, don’t lie, formal parties suck, fight for my friendships, love conquers all, sometimes it’s best to let others save the day…”



    “That’s it!”



    “What is?”



    “I have to go back. It’s a test, and he wants you to go in alone.”



    “No, he wants you. You’re his best friend, not me. I barely bothered to care for him when he was sick.”



    “Twilight, I’m afraid I have to put my hoof down here. You’re going in to him and I’m turning around whether it’s alright with you or not.”



    “No, I’m not going.”



    “He wants you. Think about it. His letter said ‘Send friendship.’  You are the princess of friendship. Also that last door was based on a book that I’ve never read. He knew you would have.”



    Twilight started to cry again, this time out of defeat. Deep down she knew Fluttershy was right:  Discord wanted her.



    “There, there, Twi. I know you can fix whatever is ailing Discord. I’ll be waiting right outside. Go on now.”  With that she turned around and walked outside to the mountain air.



    Even after the door was unlocked, it took Twilight a minute to compose herself to see Discord. He just had that effect on her. She stepped forwards into the darkness.



    “Hello Twilight.”  Discord’s voice was nothing like the maniacal voice he normally sported. This voice was weak and defeated.



    “Hi Discord. How are you?”



    “Oh, you know.”  In the darkness several candles lit themselves up. The red flames revealed Discord laying in the air looking grayer than usual.



    “What’s wrong Discord.? I came to help you.”



    “I was just thinking after the battle of Tirek that all my friends hate me now. After I betrayed you and all.”



    “Nonsense!  You saved us in the end!”



    “True, but was it me who really needed to do it.? You traded your powers for everyone else too. Any one of your friends could have helped you. I just volunteered first. I’m a waste of space in your life.”



    “Discord, you don’t mean that!”  She inched her way forwards and started persperate as she got closer. “That’s interesting,” she thought. “It’s much hotter in here. It must be one of Discord’s tricks.”



    “Oh, but I do. You never valued our friendship.”



    “Ever since I had to take care of you I truly did.”



    “You don’t mean that.”



    “Yes I do Discord. I came up here to save you. Isn’t that proof enough?”



    “You came up here for Fluttershy, not me.”



    “No.”  By this point Twilight was in a deep sweat. It was a weird feeling for Twilight. Something was beginning to come over her.



    “Prove it!”



    Twilight leaned forwards, face nearly touching Discord. The hormone levels in her body started going off the charts. Was that it.? Was this all some plan to seduce Twilight.? At this point she didn’t care.



    “How?” she whispered into his face.



    “I’m glad you asked.”  Discord’s body began to regain color. “You see, the Hayseed Swamps are a great vacation spot and I was wondering if you’d be interested in a timeshare opportunity…”







    “DISCOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOORRRRRRDDDDDDDDDDDD!”
      

      
   
      A Pale Horse


      

      
      
         Discreet Deliberation could pinpoint exactly when he realized that he was being followed. Twelve forty-seven PM on Tuesday, July thirteenth. He was certain of the time. He had just finished his properly-scheduled fifteen minute lunch. 



He had always enjoyed that park. It provided a reasonable but not strenuous amount of exercise in walking the two blocks from his office, and tended to attract lots of happy ponies, no matter what the season or weather. In winter, joggers cantering by, puffs of their breath frosting out into the cold. In the rain, foals stomping around in their rain boots, trying to find the biggest mud-puddle to splash into. And in the spring and summer? He sometimes couldn’t even find a bench to sit on, with so many ponies out and about, frolicking in his little patch of green tucked away in a corner of Manehattan.



He had finished off his daffodil-and-mustard sandwich and allowed himself an extra minute of peace as he watched a colt and a filly romp across the grass, tossing a frisbee back and forth. Then he had stood up, brushed some crumbs off of his crisp red tie, and started the walk back to the office.



It was a warm and sunny day, and he was quickly surrounded by a press of other ponies, all bustling by in the mid-day rush. That was when the feeling blossomed in his head, like a weed growing through the thin cracks in concrete, pushing its way up to the surface.



Somepony was following him.



He blinked and almost stumbled, bumping into another businesspony in an expensive suit who shot him a dark glare. Stopping right in the middle of the sidewalk was out of the question, so he kept walking, even as the prickling across the back of his neck grew.



Who would be following him?



Discreet Deliberation wasn’t exactly the type of pony to make enemies, in public and private life both. He had to admit that he had never been exceptional, or even interesting, though he always preferred to think of himself as regular and well-adjusted. He was just another stallion on the street, another worker crunching numbers in a cubicle, another husband with a loving wife and a pair of occasionally exasperating but perfectly normal children.



In other words, not a pony to arouse much interest or attention. More worryingly, the shiver down his spine said that his follower wasn’t somepony struck by idle curiosity. There was malice involved. He didn’t know how he knew that, but it was a further realization that only grew in clarity as he trotted along.



He ducked to the side as he approached his building, stepping back from the sidewalk traffic to straighten his tie in the mirror of the glass walls. His eyes darted back and forth, trying to catch a glimpse in the distorted reflection of somepony who might be staring at him. It was hard to tell. All he could see was bright flashes of color as ponies trotted back and forth behind him, not pausing for an instant.



And then he saw a small blurry oval of a face, from all the way on the other side of the broad street, still in the midst of the chaos for a fraction of a second.



He whipped around and stared across the street with wide eyes, craning his head, trying to catch a better glimpse.



There was nopony there. At least nopony with the color he had seen, a green so pale as to be white. Only more workers marching forth to lunch and back, a taxi driver on break reading a newspaper, a filthy brown pony sitting in front of bowl with a paltry amount of change.



Discreet Deliberation closed his eyes took a deep breath, letting the faintly acrid city air fill his lungs before exhaling slowly. He turned and pushed through the revolving doors into the office lobby. He knew he was being silly. He also, very definitively, knew that he was still being followed.








The feeling didn’t go away.



It persisted as he sat in his cubicle, double-checking the finances for a potential acquisition of a smaller company. Feeling more and more awkward, he eventually turned his back to where he had hung a calendar of lighthouses of the eastern seaboard above his narrow desk. He could barely manage to keep all the paperwork sorted in his hooves so he could watch the opening, see if anyone suspicious walked by.



That worked, for a short time. Even if he found himself looking up and losing track of where he was in the numbers every time he heard the muted whisper of hoof against carpet.



Then the rumble of a soft voice reached his ears from behind. With a chill, his head slowly swiveled back. The thin cubicle wall greeted him, bare except for the tiny square photo of Baltimare’s Shoal Point Light.



It was an awfully thin wall. He had to think about what was on the other side, the assumed knowledge slipping out of his grasp in the moment. It was the water cooler, the small public area that ponies sometimes visited for a break or to chat with others.



Anypony could have been there. A particularly tall pony could even have been standing on their hind legs, peering over the top of the cubicle walls as Discreet had been unwittingly watching his cubicle’s entrance.



No one was there now, of course.



He shoved the papers into a desk drawer, uncaring that their disarray meant he’d have to re-sort them later. He wasn’t getting anything accomplished anyways, and he had the three o’clock meeting in… another forty-five minutes.



Well, punctuality was always important. 



As he entered the familiar environs of the conference room, a smile spreading across his face at the sight of the heavy oak table at its center. He trotted over to the head of the table, standing there for a moment as he felt the tension drain.



Meetings always calmed him down. They were, after all, his special talent. He happened to own a signed first-edition of Orderly Rule’s Rules of Order, and kept not one but two additional copies, appropriately annotated with some of Paradigm Shift’s more recent developments in the field of interpersonal decisioning.



Unfortunately his current position didn’t allow him to actually implement any of those new ideas – though as he told his wife Lilac, any day now, one of the executives would read one of his memos about proper process prioritization and he’d shoot right up the ladder – but the order and rhythm of a well-run meeting seemed like just the ticket to get his mind firmly back on track.



He mentally pushed back that tingle still jangling the nerves in the back of his mind and got to thinking about the meeting to come. They would just discuss their project statuses, and, to be honest, with his inability to concentrate this afternoon, he wasn’t going to have good news on that front.



He hooves moved on their own as he paced slowly, thinking to himself. His supervisor would not be happy, but on the plus side, it’d be a decent opportunity to work on conflict resolution. He would just need to—



As he reached one end of the table in his pacing and turned to move towards the other, a flash of light caught his eye, sunlight bouncing through the window from the building across the way. He trotted forward, staring, as he saw a flash of movement from an office opposite the conference room.



For a second, before the blinds across the street had been rapidly pulled shut, he had seen a green-white figure peering out in his direction.








He was on edge for the entire day. Through the meeting, where he made a disastrous showing, too preoccupied with glancing out the window to recognize when his boss had directed questions his way. Through his normal train ride to the suburbs in the evening, gaze flitting from face to face amongst the other commuters, searching for any signs of ill intent.



Even when he arrived home, walking up the path to their modest house, to a fresh cabbage casserole and the warmth of his family, the feeling remained. He nodded distractedly through the young son’s jumbled account of trying to get a frog-catching cutie mark with his friends. He smiled wanly as his older daughter spus a tangled web of teenage drama when asked about her day. He ate his casserole and considered how easy it would be for a pony to creep into their backyard, make their way across the moonlit grass, and silently watch them all through the kitchen window.



That night, after he kissed his wife, but before he settled into their large, comfortable bed, he made a circuit of the house, closing each and every window, locking every door. Once satisfied, he slipped under the covers, next to his already blissfully-dozing wife, and stared at the ceiling, counting the minutes until the sun had risen once again.



One day became another. Somehow he survived. Persisted. It became his life. It was such a short time in one sense, but he couldn’t even a remember a time without the weight pulling him down.



He was being followed.



He kept expecting the feeling to fade, to be some passing fancy or idle mood that had descended inexplicably and would lift again just as suddenly.



It didn’t. It was a cancer that had lodged itself in some deep recess of his mind, hardening from a thought to a worry to a crippling anxiety. He began to view his life as made up of long, horrifying stretches of pure helplessness, broken up by brief moments of bitter resignation and the occasional patch of despair. 



He started to avoid mirrors, in part because he couldn’t bear to constantly check behind himself to no avail, and in part because he was terrified that he would see something again, catch a glimpse of that flash of greenish white.



His wife noticed, commenting on his increasing lack of sleep. He had started to see the pale pony in his dreams, never clear enough to make out, never doing anything other than watching. He made up a story about stress from work, but could see in the pain in her eyes that she saw through his flimsy lies.



His children noticed after his son casually darted up to hug him from behind and Discreet had knocked him to the floor, rearing back with terror and anger flashing in his eyes. They began treating him with caution, as if he was made of china and apt to break. He started to avoid them in turn, worried that prolonged interaction might lead his stalker to take interest in them too. In his darker moments, he wondered if that might not be worth the cost if it meant he was left alone.



His work noticed, boss putting aside the normal grouchy demeanor to inquire about his health with a veiled concern and suggest he take some vacation days, maybe talk to a counselor. The latter was the idea he eventually seized upon when he began to truly feel as if he was drowning, that he would never again feel safe in any situation, never have a moment where he felt truly alone.



He walked right into a psychiatrist’s office from the street. He couldn’t risk making an appointment. His watcher would have known, of course, and had too much opportunity to interfere or even worse. He argued with the receptionist for ten minutes before the shrink had poked her head out to see what the fuss was about. She agreed to see him. He wished he thought it make a difference. He had stopped feeling any hope three days prior.








“I’m very glad that you’ve made the decision to seek help. I’m sure that you’ll find the little changes we can make to our personal outlook can often have drastic— Are you okay, Mister Deliberation?”



He jerked his head back towards her, away from the windows behind him, and forced a smile. From the taut stretching of his lips against his teeth, he was sure it was closer to a grimace. “Sorry,” he said. “Thought I saw something.”



“Sit down,” she said, gesturing towards a plush couch. He took one last look over his shoulder, walking forward and making a slow circle in place before taking his seat. “Tell me,” she said, “what do you think you saw?”



“You’ll think I’m crazy,” he said. “Maybe I am. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”



“I don’t think you’re crazy.” Her voice was smooth, soothing. She took a seat behind her desk, her horn lighting up as a pencil floated in her telekinesis. “Everypony has problems now and again. I’m here to help.”



“To use magic, or… or pills, to make the feelings go away.” His eyes widened, distrust being replaced by a dawning realization. “Can you do that?”



She shook her head. “I don’t think that will be necessary. What you need, Mister Deliberation, is a friend to talk to. Let me be your friend. Tell me what’s wrong.”



He took a deep, shuddering breath, checking back one more time, only to see the light-blue wall decorated with a framed degree from a medical school. “Someone is behind me,” he said.



Her eyebrow arched. “I don’t see anypony.”



“I know. I don’t either. Not… usually. But I know he’s there.”



“Does this pony ever speak to you?”



He shook his head violently. “No. Not like that. I’m not...”



She met his eyes steadily.



“He’s just there,” he said weakly. “Constantly. All the time.”



“He’s not interacted with you?”



He ignored the scritching sound of her pencil on paper. “No. But I think he wants me to know he’s watching. He… he wants to hurt me somehow.”



“What makes you think this?”



“I just know, okay? I can’t sleep. I can’t function. He’s always there, watching me, judging my every move.”



She was silent for a long moment, still staring at him with her head tilted ever-so-slightly. He shifted in place on the couch, tried to resist the urge to check behind him one more time.



“Tell me,” she said, "how do you feel about how you’re treated at work?”



He blinked. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”



“Humor me.”



He stood, shaking his head as he moved towards the door, a bitter anger in his voice. “I came to get help with a problem, not to spend an hour talking about things that don’t even matter.”



“Please,” she said, with a forcefulness under the soft tone that stopped him in his tracks. “The mind of a pony is a complicated thing. Trust me. Let me help you?”



He paused for a moment before realizing that he certainly didn’t have anything to lose. He trotted back towards the couch but didn’t sit, instead taking to pacing back and forth in the small room. “They’ve treated me fairly enough. Well, I certainly thought I’d be further along at my age. And I really do wish that they’d be a little more open to some process-changes. At times I feel like the higher-ups don’t even know I exist. I’ve submitted so many memos regarding…” He turned to her and frowned. “Are you sure this is important?”



“I think so. I think it is exactly what we need to talk about.” She smiled gently, and for the first time in what seemed like ages, he felt something other than the crushing anxiety he had grown accustomed to. He felt like maybe, just possibly, she might have an answer for him.








Discreet felt like he could have burst into song as he cantered out of the psychiatrist’s office. He looked up at the fluffy white clouds dotting the blue sky and beamed out at the world around him. It was a beautiful day in the city. It was a day to be enjoyed.



He trotted down the street, stepping high as he considered where to go to next. To work? Maybe not – he did have those vacation days saved up. Why not stop by home and surprise the missus? Maybe they could go pick the kids up from school and have a picnic this afternoon.



“Spare some change, mister?” a gravelly voice piped up. He jumped for a second, a flash of the old alarm returning to jitter through his thoughts, but he jammed it back down. His gaze drifted down to a brown pony wearing dark sunglasses, sitting against the brick wall of an office building. The pony shook a cup in his general direction, and Discreet heard the jingle of a pair of bits bouncing together.



“You know what?” he said, smiling in relief. “I’d be glad to. I’m celebrating!” He dug through a pouch for several bits and didn’t even look at the denomination before allowing them to clink together in the beggar’s cup. “A psychosomatic construction!” he muttered to himself in awe.



The pony looked up at him, showing a toothless grin. “Thanks. You’re alright by me, mister. Whatcha celebrating?”



“That I’m not crazy.” Discreet paused to think. “Or, I guess, that I’m a little crazy, but in a way that can be fixed.”



The beggarpony began making a burbling sound, and it took a moment to realize it was laughter. “I hear ya on that one.” A hoof darted within the pony’s dirty jacket and came up with a flask. “And I’ll drink to it.”



“Turns out it’s all a projection. It’s…” He reached back for the proper words. “‘Only natural that the feelings of stress and a perceived functional invisibility built up over a prolonged duration could manifest in a psychosomatic construct.’ And that – just knowing that there’s a logical explanation – is what I needed, the way for me to actually fight back against the problem. That’s the cure I’ve been looking for.”



The beggar responded with a belch, having finished a long swig from his flask. “Sounds alright to me, brother.” He held the flask out, hoof wavering in Discreet’s direction. “You want a drink a’ this?”



Discreet shook his head, before realizing the beggar probably couldn’t see him. “No thank you,” he said, feeling a little foolish. “I need to be on my way pretty soon. I’m just… just so happy that there’s a reason for this. That it all makes sense somehow. I mean, it should have been obvious that it was some kind of mental block. I was just too paranoid and trapped in my head to realize that it could never have been real. How else could you explain—”



“How ‘bout your friend?” the beggar butted in.



Discreet glanced down at the pony, then up and down the street. The nearest pony was all the way down at the other end of the block. “I’m sorry?”



“The fella behind ya. Does he want a drink?”



“No thanks,” the voice whispered, an inch behind Discreet’s ear. “Not while I’m on the job.”
      

      
   
      All The World's A Stage


      

      
      
         Nightmare Moon cackles, loud and menacingly, poised to strike the final blow.



But Twilight Sparkle is calm. She looks to her new friends as they flank her and smiles, taking strength from their presence. She looks back to splinters of stone on the dais before her and glares up at the dark alicorn in the center of them.



“You think you can destroy The Elements of Harmony just like that? Well, you're wrong, because the spirits of The Elements of Harmony are right here!” Twilight cries. In response, the shattered elements begin to levitate and encircle the alicorn.



Nightmare Moon rears back in surprise. “What!?”



Twilight looks to Applejack. “Honesty!” Then to Fluttershy. “Kindness!” To Pinkie Pie. “Laughter!” Rarity. “Generosity!” Finally, Rainbow Dash. “And Loyalty!”



As she lists off each tenet of Harmony and its bearer, the shards of each respective stone flies to orbit the pony in question.



“But you still don't have the sixth Element!” Nightmare Moon challenges.



“But we do!” Twilight gathers herself up as large as she can, for her chest is swelling with such pride for these five ponies beside her that she’s sure she’ll burst. She addresses them, “I felt it the very moment I realized how much I cared about all of you. It ignited inside me when I realized that you are all... my friends!”



She turns back to the enemy, now without fear. “You see, Nightmare Moon, when those Elements are ignited by the spark, that resides in the heart of us all, it creates the sixth element. The element of... MAGIC!”



At that final word, a sixth element appears before Twilight and in unison, all six ponies begin to levitate and glow to the point of being blinding. A brilliant wave of pure harmony, manifested in every vibrant color of the spectrum erupts from the group, shooting toward Nightmare Moon and engulfing her. She sucumbs with one last panicked cry that’s swallowed up by the roar of sound and color.



And then everything is quiet.



Twilight looks around. Her friends are still suspended in the air, gently bobbing up and down, eyes closed and serene smiles plastered across their faces, but unmoving. What… what’s wrong with them? She quickly looks back to Nightmare Moon, who is still moving. SHE must have done something! The Alicorn of Nightmare has plopped back onto her plot and rolls her neck casually until she hears a pop.



“Whew-ee! This one was a toughie! A good one,” Nightmare Moon sighs to herself. She pulls her helmet off with her forehooves and her whole head changes. Instead of the head of the svelt, black mare to match the rest of her body, her head is now that of a stocky, brown stallion with a black mane and no horn. He- she- he wipes his forehead with the back of a hoof. Even the voice is different, deeper. “but definitely a tough one. I can tell this is going to be a grea-”



“What is this!? What did you do!?” shrieks Twilight. The emotional whiplash from her moment of triumph giving way to utter incomprehension is more than she can handle.



Nightmare Moon, or whoever this stallion is, turns in surprise just in time to see Twilight charge her. “Huh? How are you-?”



Twilight cuts the stallion off, lighting her horn and pointing it directly at his throat just inches away, “I’m asking the questions here. What did you do to my friends? Why ARE you!?”



“Uh- uh- Stu,” the stallion stammers.



“Who?”



“Stu!”



“Stu?”



“It’s, uh… short for Understudy,” he sputters in a Bittish accent.



“YOU’RE the real Nightmare Moon? Why the disguise? What did you do to my friends!?” Twilight demands.



“Nothing! Nothing! I’m just doing my job! I’m just an actor!” Stu pleads.



“An actor? Then what’s wrong with them?”



“Nothing!” he reassures her. “They’re just sleeping. Like you’re supposed to be.”



Twilight is just about to ask what he means by that when another pony emerges from the stairs. She’s a tall midnight blue mare with a mane that flows ethereally like Twilight’s own mentor, Princess Celestia, only deep blue and dotted with stars. She has wings and a horn; another alicorn?



“Hey Stu, I’m ready for my entrance. How’d-” the newcomer starts, but freezes when she sees the position he’s in. “Aw, plot.”



Twilight quickly spins around behind Stu while keeping her horn near his throat, placing him between herself and the new alicorn. “Who is that?”



“Easy now, Twilight,” the alicorn says soothingly. “Nopony wants to hurt anypony here.”



“‘Specially not me!” interjects Stu.



“Shut up, Stu!” the alicorn hisses at him. Then back to Twilight, “My name is Luna and I’m a friend. I promise.”



“What is going on!?” Twilight sobs. She can’t understand anything that’s happening, and Twilight does not take not understanding well.



Luna keeps her voice soft and even. “We’ll be delighted to tell you everything, Twilight. We have to anyway now. But first I’m going to need you to calm down and let Stu go.



“O- Okay,” Twilight sniffles. She extinguishes her horn and steps away from Stu. The stallion with the body of Nightmare Moon quickly leaps away from her and trots over the Luna. The pair exchange a series of heated whispers.



“So… that explanation?” Twilight prompts.



Luna clears her throat. “Right. I can’t explain it to you right here out in the open. You’ll have to come with us to someplace more private. I’ll have to call it in first, though.”



Twilight slowly approaches the pair. “Someplace more private?” she asks. But Luna is already distracted, casting a spell, and a glow envelopes her ears.



Stu answers for her. “We call it ‘backstage’. ’S the only place we can talk freely.”



“Yeah, it’s me,” Luna says to no one in particular, then waits and listens as if hearing a response. “No. No, something came up. We have another player.” Pause. “No, it’s not Pinkie. It’s Twilight.” Pause. “I know. Looks like we owe my sister lunch.”



“Who is she talking to?” Twilight asks Stu.



“Our bosses. Well, my bosses. I’m just an actor. She’s technically one of ‘em, but she likes to get in on the action, if’n you know what I mean.”



Twilight gives him a flat look.



“Right. You don’t know what I mean. Hoof in mouth. You’ll see.”



“Alright then, open the door, we’ll be right out,” Luna finishes her conversation.



Suddenly, with no transition to speak of, there’s a door in the wall where there was none before. One second there was a blank stone wall, and the next there was a small wooden hatch, like a trapdoor, set into the wall. Twilight rubs her eyes in disbelief.



“Ugh. They’re using the trapdoor?” Luna groans. “Aw well. Come on.” She slides the door open and squeezes through, closely followed my Stu.



Twilight approaches the door cautiously. This is an exterior wall. There should be nothing on the other side but open air, but Twilight can see what looks like part of a room. She hesitates. Stu looks back through from the other side. “Well, come on, luv. It won’t bite,” he encourages her in his Bittish accent. He smiles roguishly and holds out a hoof.



Twilight takes it. He pulls and she squeezes through the hole. Twilight finds her sense of balance thrown off as she’s pulled upwards through the hole, scrabbling to find purchase on the other side. She finds it and she’s through. Luna slides the door shut behind her. Twilight looks around to examine her surroundings, but there isn’t much to see. They’re in a tight room with black wooden walls that seem to eat up the meager light given off by the old stage lantern in the corner. In the center of the floor is the small trapdoor they came through. But that… She shakes her head. On one wall is a normal sized door, which Luna opens and leads Twilight out.



“Hold up a sec, Lu!” Stu calls from behind them. Twilight looks back and does a double take. Stu is unstrapping and remove pieces of his armor, and where he does, his body reforms from the tall, wiry, and black of Nightmare Moon to stocky and brown. When he’s done, he’s fully a chestnut-colored stallion. The dreaded Nightmare is just… a perfectly normal earth pony. He gathers up the pieces, balances them on his back, and follows after them. “Sorry. Just ‘ad to get out of costume. ‘S just so tight. Though, that’s pro’ly ‘cause I could stand to lose a couple pounds, eh?” he jokes as if the process of his entire body changing is routine.



The trio exits the room and emerges near the end a wide wooden hallway, warmly lit, and lined with doors on either side. Along one side are a series of two-tiered tables spaced intermittently next to some of the doors. Stu dumps his armor onto one of these tables beside their own door.



“You shouldn’t leave that there,” chides Luna. “You should get that back to wardrobe.”



Stu counters, “Eh, what’s it matter? We’re not gonna need it unless you plan on turning heel again. It can wait. They’re gonna call me in to report anyway. May as well just come with you, right?”



Luna simply snorts in concession and leads them down the hall. As they walk, Twilight inspects everything. The tables, more workbenches really, are strewn with various objects. Books, tools, and other knickknacks. Glasses, clothes, and wigs. Props and costumes? Precious few of the doors are left open and she peers into them briefly as they pass. One has a set of bunk beds, currently unoccupied, and a pair of dressers. Another is brightly lit by a light-lined vanity mirror, where a unicorn is applying her lipstick. One is another empty room like the one they’d emerged from, with nothing but a single door, though this one is more normal and set in a wall. One has another bed, but also contains a griffon with lavender plumage doing wingups on the floor and Twilight catches her eyes as they pass. “What are you looking at, dweeb?” the griffon demands?



The hallway is quite long and they walk for several minutes. “Making us use the smallest, furthest door,” Luna grumbles to herself, “Making us look bad in front of the new kid. What kind of chintzy operation do they think we’re running here…”



Finally, they reach the end of the hall, where it opens out into a large open area, with more hallways leading off in the other three cardinal directions. The area’s walls are green and there are tables and cushions set about haphazardly. It appears to be some sort of lounge. At one table, an earth pony is reading a book and absently munching on some alfalfa. At another, a pegasus and a unicorn are playing a game of checkers. They look up when the trio enters.



“What the? Twilight Sparkle?” the unicorn jumps up and shouts in surprise. She has a light blue and a wand and moon for a cutie mark. She jabs a hoof at Twilight. “Why did you bring her here?”



Luna clears her throat and shoots the blue mare a sharp look.



“Sorry, boss,” the mare apologizes sheepishly and sits back down.



“While we still need to see the rest of the council for the final decision, it appears that Twilight is our newest member,” Luna explains.



“Really?” questions the mare.



“Oy, she didn’t freeze when she was supposed to,” answers Stu.



“That’s awfully coincidental. The new main character and she just happens to become a player in her first act?”



“Perhaps she was one all along,” Luna muses. “We’ll see what the council has to say.”



“Is anypony ever going to explain to me what this is all about?“ Twilight whines.



Luna nods. “Right. Now, Upstage, If you’ll excuse us.”



“Sure, sure, ma’am,” the mare concedes. She addresses Twilight, “I’m looking forward to working with you, Sparkle,” then goes back to her her game.



Luna, leads Twilight and Stu to the right, starting down the hallway perpendicular to the one they came from. They’re barely out of the lounge when they stop before a huge set of closed double doors. Luna knocks once.



“Come on in, Luna,” a voice calls from inside. Luna opens the door and the trio step inside.



The room is large, bright, and airy. Some sort of council chamber? It’s tastefully appointed with magic lamps, potted plants, and tasteful paintings. But the room is dominated by its central feature, a huge, oval mahogany table. Around it are a dozen cushions and chairs, seven of which are currently filled. Twilight’s eyes scan over the occupants: three unicorns, a pegasus, an earth pony, a… small, red dragon, and…



“Hello, my most faithful student.”



“Princess Celestia?” Twilight gawps.



Luna takes a seat next to the Princess. “Hi, sis. Guess I owe you lunch.”



“Sister?” gasps Twilight.



“I suppose we owe you an explanation, Twilight,” Celestia smiles.



“I’d… I’d like that very much, Princess,” Twilight squeaks.



Celestia’s smile falters slightly. “Twilight… have you ever heard the expression, ‘All the world's a stage?’”
      

      
   
      Extreme Princess Tension (E.P.T.)


      

      
      
         During the day, the doors were always open at Rich’s Bargain Barn as ponies passed in and out in a constant whirl of activity.  Ponies from all over the whole Ponyville valley dropped in to shop and pick up critically needed goods, including this week’s sales on carrot sharpeners and rutabaga peelers.  But at night, even despite the new Open 24 Hours For Your Convenience policy, the doors remained closed, and only the strange and unexpected happened in the shadowed aisles.



Or at least that was the opinion held by Amethyst Star, or Sparkler to her friends.  It took a lot of bits to start a jewelry store, but one bit at a time, she was closing in on her goal.  Sparkler’s Sparkles had quite a ring to it, particularly if she could talk Equestria’s newest princess into letting her use the logo of a totally generic tourmaline star symbol that just happened to match the one on her Royal flanks.  With that goal in mind, Sparkler had applied for the night shift at the Barn in the hopes of raising a few more bits for her destination of fame, glory, and a lifetime of selling precious sparkly gems in expensive settings.



She should have been suspicious when Filthy Rich had hired her the moment she dropped off her application, but she learned quickly.  The first night she had worked, she found out the only reason Mister Rich kept the store open at night was because his spoiled daughter had once needed a box of cough drops in the middle of the night.  Once the sun went down and the vast majority of the staff had gone home (less one junior checker), the store was empty and the doors remained closed, which meant nopony, nowhere, noplace except for Coat Check the night stocker, who normally completed his task and departed around midnight.



On the second night, she brought her Geology books to the cash register station, and spent the dark and quiet hours until dawn exploring the mysteries of geodes and concretions.  Over the next few nights, it turned into quite a win-win relationship.  With few distractions such as her darling little sister trying to ‘help’ with her studies, she finally made good progress on her mail-order classes in Advanced Geomorphic Structures and Thaumaturgical Mineral Interactions.  On the rare occasion when a sleepy customer came in, she could happily trot along with them to find any emergency cold medications or plumbing fittings they needed, check them out, and return to her studies refreshed and renewed.  She even got to spend some precious time with Ponyville’s newest (and only) princess, who had a tendency to come stumbling in during the middle of her own late-night study session after discovering a shortage of coffee or paper during a critical bit of midnight research.  Sometimes after picking up her purchase, she even stayed to look over Sparkler’s work and exchange spell tips.  Despite her occasional scatterbrained moments, Twilight (as she preferred to be called) was a limitless genius in the field of magical endeavors, and could comprehend at a glance even the most complicated mineral metamorphical spell that would confound Sparkler for days.



Fortunately for Sparkler’s ego, Twilight was totally clueless when it came to other complicated and intricate problems, such as young stallions.  It was a sure sign of at least an hour’s worth of study break when a rather rumpled princess would shuffle through the doors, as had just happened tonight.



It was almost two hours before the start of the morning shift when the doors to the store gave their cheery little jingle, and at the sound of the bell, Sparkler looked up from her studying to regard a troubled purple alicorn stopped only part-way through the entrance doors.  Twilight Sparkle paused, glanced in both directions as if stuck, and swallowed before speaking.



“Sorry!” Twilight blurted out, vanishing out into the darkness as the door closed behind her.



Sparkler shrugged, taking her bookmark back out of the book where she had automatically stuck it in a Pavlovian reflex to the bell.  The reaction bothered her sometimes, and particularly since her little sister had discovered that she could get her big sis to react in that fashion.



It wouldn’t be so bad if Dinky hadn’t brought the rest of her little school friends by to show what happens when she rings a bell.  At least they all got good grades in that section of their history test.



The bell jingled again, and Sparkler looked up, only to see the door slowly close again.  This time she sat the books to one side and got up, moving to the door as quietly as possible so when it swung open yet one more time, Twilight Sparkle yelped in surprise at the sight of Sparkler grinning at her from just a hoof’s length away.



“Stallion trouble, Twilight?”



“No!” yelped Twilight in a panic-driven flurry of feathers.  “How did you know!”  She whirled in place, looking at the silhouette of the library tree in the distance.  “Did Spike tell you?  No, wait a minute.  He couldn't have told you because I haven’t told him and I don’t even know for sure yet.  Which I don’t.  Know, that is.  No.”



“So…” started Sparkler.  “You’re just here for some late-night shopping?”



Twilight Sparkle grinned, a fake and insincere twisting of the facial muscles that seemed driven by panic and raw nerves instead of anything pleasurable.  “Shopping!” she blurted out, her magic yanking a wire cart out of the collection and floating it in front of her.  “Midnight shopping!” she added, quite unnecessarily while pushing into the store and vanishing down one of the aisles at a dead run.



Smile.  Nod.  Ask Spike for the details later.



For a moment, Sparkler considered trying to track down the nervous alicorn inside the store, which would not have been difficult considering the clattering and muttering that followed her path.  More intelligent brain cells vetoed the idea, pointing out that there was only one way out of the store without setting off the fire alarms or teleporting, and that since she was buying things, Princess Twilight Sparkle most certainly would also be paying for them before trotting out the doors.



She slipped her school books under the counter to eliminate a potential evasion path in the anticipated upcoming conversation, and plotted out a few possible introductory phrases while waiting.  It took a while, but one of the first lessons she had learned from her magic teacher was patience.  Attempting to cut a gemstone without properly setting down and considering all of the ways things could go wrong was just begging for a disaster, and trying to stop an alicorn on a mission would be like putting a ten thousand caret fire ruby on the floor and throwing a rock at it.



Actually, come to think of it, her teacher was scheduled to return to Ponyville in a few days.  If anypony knew what was twisting Twilight’s tail into a knot, it was him.  Even discounting Twilight’s somewhat odd behavior, there was certainly something weird going on in Ponyville.  Well, weirder than normal.  Mom had been flying letters almost nonstop between Ponyville and Wheaton over the last week, and Pinkie Pie seemed to be stocking up for a siege.  Even Dinky and the rest of her teacher’s young magic class had been roped into security for what was called ‘Operation Important Announcement’ over at Gustav’s Restaurant in a few days, which seemed to be— 



A mental hammerblow like a thunderbolt nailed Sparkler’s hooves to the checkout lane’s floor.  It had been months since she had helped her teacher pick out the perfect engagement ring, way back before Twilight had grown wings and even before Princess Mia Amore Cadenza’s wedding!  No wonder she had not heard anything about an engagement yet.  Only a complete blithering idiot would have waited this long before proposing.  Or allowed herself to wait this long.



Maybe those two do deserve each other.



It was completely silent in the store now, and Sparkler frantically revised her planned conversational starters.  Somehow, asking “Has your coltfriend given you that engagement ring yet?” did not really seem like a good idea for anypony in a few mile radius, particularly if the answer was “No.” 



Then again, in order to have a conversation with Twilight, it would require both of them to be present in the same spot.  The rattle and clatter of fast-moving alicorn in the store had died down to complete silence, which was a bad sign, but Sparkler looked around until she spotted a small bit of purple in the pharmacy section.  There was just the tiniest tip of her tail sticking out from behind a display of boxes, twitching in short motions much like the beating of a nervous heart, and after considering just what product Twilight was looking at, Sparkler decided it would be best to give her a little more time to make her decision.



After waiting a respectable amount of time, and then waiting yet another respectable amount of time, and finally just counting down ten minutes of painful silence, Sparkler quietly walked over to where Twilight Sparkle was regarding the boxes.



“Twilight?  Can I help you?”



“Um… Yes.  I need to make a decision.”  All of the panic-prone alicorn flurry was gone now, replaced by a sharp tension in the bookish librarian that even made the air around her seem to twang with tight nerves.  The pupils of her eyes had expanded out into huge limpid pools of darkness, quite different than the pinpoints of panic that Sparkler had expected, and her breathing had slowed to the deliberate in-and-out of the benevolently tranquil or forcefully tranquilized.  Two boxes floated off the display in Twilight’s violet magic and were placed on a nearby table with all the care and caution of transporting fine crystal.



“This is a very important decision.  The most important one I’ve ever faced in all of my years since I was the Princess’ student.  I would ask my friends, but I don’t think any of them has the experience to help with this kind of decision except for Pinkie Pie, and she’s probably making breakfast muffins at Sugarcube Corner.  I can’t be wrong this time.  I’m a princess now, and the decisions I make can affect hundreds, if not thousands of other ponies.  But I can do this.  I can make this decision.”



There was a long pregnant pause as Twilight breathed in and out, and Sparkler reconsidered her decision on a secondary profession.



One purple hoof pointed.  “This one says results in just one minute.”  The purple hoof trembled as it pointed to a second box.  “This one says ninety-nine percent accurate.”



“Actually,” said Sparkler with a little closer examination of the boxes, “they’re both under a minute and just as accurate, they just each print different sections in larger print.”



There was a second long, pregnant pause.



“Should I buy both?” asked Twilight Sparkle in a somewhat distant voice.  “I mean… Just to be sure.”



Sparkler was saved from having to respond by the solid whump of a fast-moving body hitting the front door of the store, followed by a familiar, “Whoops.  My bad.”  The gentle tinkle of the door bell followed, as well as her mother calling out, “Sorry, Sparkler!  The door was closed.”



“Back here, mom!” she called back, feeling a wave of relief sweep over her as her mother hurried up with a warm hug and a paper bag filled with a home-cooked breakfast for her late-working daughter.  This actually was a decision more in line with Ditzy’s experiences in motherhood and parenting, and Sparkler was more than happy to pass it on.



“Mom, can you help Twilight with picking out one of these—”  Sparkler paused, trying not to laugh, because it really was not the kind of thing you were supposed to laugh about, particularly when a friend was asking, and doubly-so when that friend had both wings and a horn.



“That’s easy,” said Ditzy, picking up one of the boxes.  “This one.”



“Oh,” said Twilight, lifting the box out of Ditzy’s hooves with her magic and examining it closely.  “Does it have a higher accuracy rate, or a different alchemical process?”



“No, it’s pink.  If you want a filly, you want a pink one.”



While Twilight absorbed that bit of experienced motherly advice, Ditzy kissed her daughter on the cheek and trotted back out of the door on the way to her mail delivery job.  Sparkler thought for a moment about how easily her mother had taken to raising a powerful little unicorn filly by herself, and mentally multiplied the difficulty that Twilight was potentially facing, even with help.  



And she’s going to need all the help she can get.



Sparkler put on a friendly smile and eyed the collection of miscellaneous items Twilight had thrown in her basket in her panic-driven flight through the store.  “Would you like me to put those back after you check out?”



Twilight stood staring off into the distance for a while.  “Yes.  Please.”



Once the young alicorn princess had gotten her purchase — carefully wrapped in a brown paper bag and taped closed so it would not inadvertently open on the way back to her library home — she turned for the door, vanishing outside into the darkness with a cheerful jingle of the bell again.



It took a while for Sparkler to find where all of the inadvertent items went and return them to the proper shelves, but as she settled back down at the cash register with her geology books, she could not help but look at the front door of the store and smile.



Looks like that ring is going to get put to good use after all.



Much later, as Sparkler was deep in the chapter on forced geological crystal formation through magical intervention and had almost put the recent events out of her mind, there was a quiet thump at the store’s front door.



At first, she thought it was just the morning breeze, but the thump repeated.



Opening the door revealed a Princess Twilight Sparkle standing in the soft glow of pre-dawn as the early morning traffic of Ponyville began to quietly stir in the distance.  She looked even more stressed than before, with ill-preened feathers sticking up from her wings and dark bags under her eyes. 



“Can I help you, Twilight?” asked Sparkler.



“Yes.  No.  Actually…Here.”  Twilight pushed a large bag of bits over to Sparkler before the entire display of boxes from before glowed with her magic and assembled at the panicked princess’ side.  She hesitated, shifting from one hoof to another and acting as if she were on the threshold of more informative words, then darted out the store doorway and galloped at full speed in the direction of her distant library, the boxes trailing along in her wake.



Sparkler just stood there and watched, following Twilight’s rapid progress through town until she vanished into the library with an explosive slam of the door that could even be heard at this distance.  Ponyville had always been a small town in the middle of large changes, and it looked like another dramatic change was on its way in a few months.  From princesses to manifestations of pure chaos, parasprites and giant space-bears, Twilight Sparkle had been at the center of them all, and strange as it seemed, the small town had always turned out the better for it.  Now something else brand new to Equestria was taking place, and Sparkler actually found herself looking forward to it.  News like this could not be kept secret as Twilight had thought her relationship could be hidden.



Whatever had happened behind the closed doors of the library was about to spill out all over town, and Equestria would never be the same again.
      

      
   
      Burning Bridges


      

      
      
         Come on Shimmer, gotta focus.



I stared down at the page that should have been full of math homework but instead looked more like a surreal art project invading from the margins. It’s not like I wanted to fail my class, but plans for the weekend drew my mind away to the awesome party Pinkie Pie would be hosting tomorrow night. How could I possibly focus on trigonometry when every shape I drew kept morphing into a balloon or slice of cake? Having friends sure was nice, but it really put a damper on my studies.



Background noise from the stereo filled in the gaps between commercials on the TV. The extra distraction probably wasn’t helping my concentration. I could try and make some kind of excuse that the dog ate my homework, except Spike went back to Equestria over a week ago, and I lived with the Principal and her sister—I still can’t believe that foreign exchange student story actually worked. It sure wasn’t the same as Canterlot Castle, but their house had everything I needed—and it was free. Even so, studying under Celestia sure was easier back when I was a pony.



Dinner break. Gotta stop for gas.



I tossed the math book aside and walked over to the kitchen. The sisters went out to eat, and I was on my own tonight. Nothing really sounded good though. It was nights like tonight where a sampler of local grasses might have hit the spot, but this human body had an unpleasant way of disagreeing with my former equine diet. A little fruit—maybe some toast—I wasn’t in a position where I could be all that picky.



Vegetable lasagna! Yes!



I thought we’d cleaned up the last of that days ago. Thank goodness there was a slice hiding in the back of the fridge. I checked it for mold and gave it a sniff. That’s another thing I miss—my sense of smell is terrible. I can barely tell the difference between fresh and boiled cabbage, let alone a leftover slice of lasagna that’s still good to eat versus one that went bad more than a month ago.



I brushed the thought aside given the rumble in my belly. I was as hungry as a horse, and I wasn’t going to let even a slightly questionable lasagna go to waste. The microwave took a few seconds to zap my dinner into shape. That’s something I’ll never be able to live without if I ever think about going home. Although, I’m sure if I put my mind to it, I could always put together some kind of magic oven. I wonder how well hay reheats?



The time ticked down to zero and out popped my piping hot dish. Staring at the plate, I couldn’t help but facepalm when the knock came from the front door.



“Always at dinner. If it’s not the phone, it’s the door. Why can’t people interrupt homework time instead?”



I tossed the plate back in the oven and went to go see how quickly I could dismiss whoever wanted to visit this late at night. It was probably someone wanting to see one or both of the sisters, so I had a pretty good chance of making it back to my food before it would need another zap. On the other hand, it might be one of my friends. Not that I didn’t love them all to pieces, but the personal time I had going tonight was something I needed more than clingy friends. Unless, of course, they could help with math, then I would be okay with a visit.



I opened the door. 



It took a moment to process what I was seeing. “Oh, no,” I said, trying to shut the door as quickly as I could. How stupid of me to open up without checking the peephole first. Now her dumb foot was stuck in the jamb. 



“Let me in, Shimmer. I just want to talk.”



I held the door in a losing battle against the wedge of her foot. “No way, Aria. I don’t want anything to do with the Dazzlings ever again.” 



“Hear me out, Sunset. It’s not what you think.”



I grunted and heaved my entire weight against the door. It wasn’t much leverage and I certainly wasn’t going anywhere with the giant boot rock in the way. “Move your foot and get lost, Aria. I don’t want any trouble tonight.”



“I’m dying.”



I rolled to the side and flung the door open. “You’re what?!”



“More or less.” Aria Blaze strutted past heading straight for the good chair in the living room. “It’s not like I can actually die here in this cage. What’s for dinner? Swamp-water stew?”



I shook my head and slammed the front door shut. The former siren clearly owned round one. This match was going the distance, however. I stormed after her, mentally preparing to physically toss her out on her tail if it came to that. She was about my size and I was pretty sure I could take her down if I had to.



Rounding the couch, I laid right in. “Principal Celestia and Vice Principal Luna will be back in an hour. You can come back later or make an appointment. Right now, I think you need to leave.” I really needed to work on my delivery. It was all so much easier when I had no idea what it meant to be a friend. Darn friendship getting in the way of trying to throw someone out.



“Why would I want to talk to them?” Aria gave me one of her signature smirks, but other than that looked a little unsure of herself. The way she sat on her hands without crossing her legs or her arms caught me a little off-guard.



“Don’t tell me you came over to talk to me.” I gave her the stare. “It’s not like we’re friends or anything. Why don’t you go talk to your gal pals, Adagio and Sonata?”



“I can’t talk to them,” Aria pleaded with her wide eyes quickly breaking down her tough girl facade. “We broke up.”



“Heh. I guess you want me to feel sorry for you then?” I folded my arms and glared at the intruder. “That is, of course, if you aren’t just lying to me again.”



Aria slouched forward with her elbows on her knees staring at the floor. “Look. I’m sorry that I lied to you. You weren’t going to let me in and I had no other choice. You’re the only one that can help me.” She raised her head and looked at me straight on. “Just hear me out, okay?”



“Fine.” I plopped down on the couch and crossed my legs and arms. The roll of my eyes probably wasn’t necessary, but I did that too. “Tell me why you’re here so I can get back to my dinner and hopefully finish my homework sometime tonight.”



Aria giggled. Given the current situation, I couldn’t help but wonder why. Was this the part where she would fess up to lying again? I almost wanted to feel sorry for her, but I couldn’t quite get past the recent battle we fought. Still got a lot to learn about this friendship thing and Twilight’s a whole lot better at forgiveness than me. Having a former demon pony sitting in the next chair, one minute on the verge of tears, and the next giggling like a lunatic didn’t sit right with the old self-preservation instincts. There were a lot of ways in which this wouldn’t end well for one or both of us.



“What’s so funny?” I asked with a flip of my hair.



“Just you.” Aria flopped back in her chair. “Here I thought you were smart and knew what you were doing. I guess I was wrong.”



“I’m not going to sit here and take your insults.” Standing up, I pointed toward the door. “You can leave right now for all I care, little miss Aria Blaze.”



Aria just shook her head. “Sunset, how old do you think I am?”



“I have no idea.” The game was starting to annoy me even before it started. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”



“Humor me.” Aria’s smirk was back. “At least tell me how old you are—or more precisely, how old you think you are.”



“I’ll be 21 next month.” I still didn’t see how it mattered. At this point I was just going to buy some time until the sisters got back. They could deal with the ex-siren and I could get back to my homework.



“And how long have you been here?” Aria continued with her questions.



“A little over thirty-six moons,” I replied as politely as I could through gritted teeth. “Why does it matter?”



“I doubt you’ll believe me, but what if I told you I have been here for nineteen-thousand, two-hundred and sixty moons?” Aria’s evil grin looked slightly less menacing given her skewed pony tails and total disregard for sitting like a lady.



I sat back down, careful not to stare. “If I didn’t know you were a siren, I’d be laughing at you right now.” 



Aria leapt to her feet and lunged forward. She stopped just an inch away as my reflexes yanked me away into the seatback cushion and my hands shot up to guard my face. “Don’t you ever call me that again! I’m a pony—same as you!”



“O—kay.” I peeked over my hands and set my feet back on the floor as Aria disengaged and returned to her chair. “Whatever you say, Aria.” I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Adrenaline shot through my veins as my body’s delayed reaction ran its course. Flight or fight, and somehow I chose flight.



Aria grabbed my math textbook and flung it across the room. The binding snapped as it hit the wall leaving a dent in the wood panel. “You’re living in your own worst nightmare, Sunset Shimmer, and you’re too dumb to even realize it. Adagio was right, I am screwed.”



“Settle down, Aria, or I’m calling the cops!” This was getting out of hand. If I could trust that either of the sisters actually had their cell phones or that either of them were charged, I would be making that call right now. As it was, I could already see Luna’s phone sitting in the key basket on the counter. Help could be minutes away, or hours.



“You think I care about the cops? You think any of this even matters?” Aria shouted as she slammed herself back in her chair and buried her head between her legs. “This whole place is a prison! Why is that so hard to see?”



I took a hard look at the broken girl sobbing though tortured gasps of air to support her whiny moan. She was a lot like me—I was just too stubborn to admit it, until now. Maybe Twilight had taught me something. Maybe it was my turn to pay it forward. In any case, I knew one thing for certain. Aria needed a friend.



“Aria,” I said in the most calm and steady voice I could manage, “how can I help?”








I lifted up my head and reined in the tears. This girl was the only chance I had to make it home, and I wasn’t doing myself any favors by fighting with her. I needed her on my side. More importantly, I needed to find out if she knew a way out of here.



Adagio’s ego would never let her try my plan. Sonata was just too dumb to understand. This pony knew something, and I was going to find out what that was. Without my magic, options were pretty hard to come by. I had to gain her trust if there was any chance of ending this nightmare.



“Can we start over?” I asked as I drew my arm across my face. Makeup was the last of my worries and it really didn’t matter what I looked like anyway. Maybe a rabid raccoon would seem less threatening. 



Sunset just sat there tapping her finger on the armrest. “Alright,” she finally relented, “with a few conditions. No more lies and no more crazy.”



“Done and done,” I shot back without a moments hesitation. “I haven’t eaten in forever, and that smell is driving me nuts. If I’m going to have to keep it together, I need to eat. So, what have you got for dinner?”



So much for earning her trust. I barge into her place, nearly take off her head, and then demand she serve me food. Smooth, Aria. Real smooth. At this rate, you’ll be back home in no time.



“I don’t know,” Sunset replied as she shrugged her shoulders. That silly little grin of hers looked even more silly now. “My food was ready to eat when you barged in, but I guess you can take a look in the fridge and help yourself to whatever you like. I don’t think the sisters will mind.”



“I’ll just have whatever you’re having.” No need to be picky about it. Food was food. “Unless you’re having meat. In that case, I’ll have a salad.”



Sunset laughed. “I guess you are a pony after all. Come on, let’s see what we can find.”



I’d never seen a fridge so full, and yet, so empty. Half the stuff was old enough to have spawned a new colony of intelligent life. The rest was a barely edible byproduct of the most evil form of potential nutrition in this jail—soy. Luckily, I found an apple that wasn’t completely rotten and some grape juice to wash it down. Just that little bit helped calm my nerves and clear my head. Hunger drives some pretty raw emotions.



I stared across the table as the young pony girl gobbled down her meal. One question burned in my clear thinking brain. “Sunset, why are you here?” I asked. “I mean, what did you do back in Equestria to get sent here?” The question was blunt, but I had a curiosity that needed to be feed answers.



“What do you mean?” Sunset replied before swallowing the last bite. “I came here on my own. Nobody forced me. I figured out how the mirror worked and came through the portal to get away from my old life.” She paused, and I could tell she was still holding back. “At least, that’s what happened the first time.”



“The… first time?” I stuck a finger in my ear to make sure I heard that right. “Do you mean you’ve been back to Equestria since you first set hoof through the portal?” Please tell me I’m not dreaming. She may be naive, but I don’t care how deluded she was as long as she knew a way out.



“Well, yeah. Once.” Sunset put down her fork and took a long drink. “I was the one that figured out the activation spell for the portal. I wasn’t stupid—I put in a failsafe. I planned to go back once I had enough power to take over Canterlot. Things sort of didn’t work out like I planned though.”



I jumped to my feet, eager to know more. “Can you open the portal again?” I begged. I must have looked pathetic.



Sunset crossed her arms and gave me the look. “Of course, but that’s not going to happen without talking to the Princess first.”



I sat back down. Another roadblock. I had waited over sixteen-hundred years—what’s a few more? “How long do we have to wait for that?”



“I can send a message whenever I want, but before I do, I want to know more about you—and why you’re so eager to get back to Equestria.”



There it was—the big question: can I be trusted? Of course I knew the answer. My problem was getting Sunset to believe me despite all my lies. That was going to be a pretty big bite to chew off. At least I wasn’t starving anymore.



I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “Sunset, I want to die.”



Her reaction was exactly what I expected. “Why would you say something like that? Didn’t you promise no more lies or crazy talk?” 



“It’s not a lie, and it’s not crazy.” I stood up and started walking back to the living room. “Can we go find someplace more comfy to talk? This might take a while.” 



My story wasn’t all that complicated, but what I had to say would probably rock her little fantasy world. I had to take it slow or risk sounding like a nutjob. It was obvious she had no clue where she was or what that meant. If I was going to get her help, I couldn’t straight up attack everything she held to be true. I had to rattle the walls before I could tear out the foundation.



Slipping into the couch across from the chair where I took up temporary residence, Sunset launched the first volley. “So, Aria, why do you want to go back?”



“Let me explain.” I bit my lip and and exhaled through my nose. “I’m not lying and I’m not crazy. What I said was the truth. I want to go back to Equestria so I can die. Believe me, if you ever live to be sixteen-hundred and twenty-five years old, you’d want to die too. Especially when almost all of that time was spent locked up in this cage.”



Sunset smoothed out her skirt and tried to maintain eye contact with me. “I guess when you put it like that it makes a little sense. But, why do you need to go back to Equestria—to die?”



“Because, pony girl, you can’t die here in Starswirl’s prison.”



“Wait, what do you mean?” Sunset squirmed in her chair. “How is that possible and why do you keep referring to this place as a prison?”



“I’ll try and keep it simple. You just try and understand, okay?” I pulled back my hair with both hands at once. It took everything I had to keep from bursting at the seams. “This entire world is one big prison.” 



I stopped for a moment to let that thought sink in. The look on Sunset’s face spoke volumes. I could see the wheels turning in her head. She was still having trouble putting the pieces together.



What have I got to lose? I went in for the kill. “In case you didn’t notice, you’re an inmate in the most elaborate prisoner reformation system ever concocted by pony magic. Starswirl built this place to ‘help’ prisoners he deemed ‘worthy of reform’. All the others got sent to Tartarus. Seems he forgot about us at some point along the way.”



Sunset’s silence finally broke. “I don’t get it. There’s hundreds of people here. Are you saying we’re all inmates in some giant magic prison? Frankly, I find that a bit hard to believe.”



“Look around, Shimmer. The truth is right there if you open your eyes to see it. Don’t make me spell it all out for you.” I knew she wasn’t as dumb as Sonata, but I had to wonder why it was so hard for her to see what was right in front of her face. “C’mon now, you’re a smart pony.” A little positive reinforcement couldn’t hurt.



“Sorry, Aria. I’m going to need a little more proof if you want me to believe your story.”



I threw my arms in the air, frustration getting the better of me once more. “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you though. The truth is going to hurt and I’m not the one you should blame. If you want, I’ll prove it to you.”



“I’m all ears.” Sunset leaned forward and crossed her arms over her knees. “This story better be good.”



I take it back, this was worse than talking to Sonata. It was more like arguing with Adagio. “I did a lot of horrible things back in Equestria, but before I became a siren, I was just a pony like everypony else. When I was captured and tossed through the portal, I was given a few instructions. At first, I blew them off. As far as I was concerned, it was a one-way trip since the door only opens from the other side.”



“That still doesn’t explain anything,” Sunset interrupted.



“I wasn’t finished.” I rolled my eyes and folded my arms. “I’m trying to explain and you aren’t even listening.”



“Whatever.” Sunset crossed her legs and sank back in her seat. “Just, get to the point already.”



“The point is that we’re caught in a bubble. Time doesn’t change here. Nobody grows old; nobody dies.”



“Well that’s a lie,” Sunset countered with a smirk. “I know for a fact that all my friends have grown up.”



I slapped a palm to my forehead. “I’m not talking about them. I’m talking about us. We’re the inmates—they’re part of the system.”



“Okay, now you’re just talking crazy.” Sunset stood up. “First you say I’m stupid. Then you attack me. Now you’re bringing my friends into it? I’m done with this. You need to leave.” Her outstretched finger pointed to the door.



“Fine.” This wasn’t going anywhere. There was only one last thing I could say to try and convince her. “If you think I’m crazy, then answer this: If everyone here is just a mirror of a pony back home, why haven’t you ever met your human double?”



Sunset sat back down.



“You can’t answer that, can you? You’ve never met your double.”



She ran her fingers through her hair searching for an answer.



Time for phase two. 



“This whole world is fake, Sunset Shimmer. Everyone here is just a reflection of a real pony—none of them are real. When you stepped through the portal, you became your mirror image. You can’t die, you won’t age, and you’re stuck here forever in the living nightmare of endless high school hell.”



Something was starting to click.



“Look at me, Sunset. I’m just like you. I’m a prisoner in a make believe world stuck in the body of a high school girl for the past sixteen-hundred plus years. You said it yourself—you’re a twenty-one-year-old pony. Take another look at yourself. Right now, you’re an eighteen-year-old high school senior and you will be forever unless you know a way out of here.”



“That…makes total sense,” Sunset exhaled along with her dwindling disbelief. “Why didn’t I see it before?”



“It’s part of the magic.” I ventured a smile. She was on my level now. Her whole world had just collapsed around her. “Kind of like these prison uniforms—ever wonder why you’re always wearing the same clothes every day?”



“The whole clothes thing did seem kind of strange…” Sunset picked at the edge of her skirt. “I just thought it was part of the local culture. As a pony, I never gave it a second thought being naked all the time.”



“I’ve done my time, Sunset. I want to go home and live out the rest of my life in peace. No games. I just want to grow old and die.” I stared down at my hands. “I sorta miss my hooves as well.”



Sunset chuckled. “It may sound silly, but I kinda miss my tail.”



“So it’s settled then? You know a way out of here and you’re going to help me get home?” All these years in limbo, locked in a jail without a key. Could it really be happening? Was it too good to be true?



“I can’t promise anything, Aria.” Sunset got up and started walking toward the hallway. “I’ll be right back. I just need to get something from my room.”



“Can I come with you?” I stood up as well. Being so close, I couldn’t let my ticket home out of my sight.



“Sure, if you promise to behave,” Sunset replied waving her arm in a ‘follow me’ gesture.








My journal sat undisturbed right where I left it. Occasionally it would glow and buzz indicating that I had a message waiting from my friend, Twilight. With Aria right on my tail, I walked over to my nightstand and scooped it up. I also pulled a pen from the drawer before settling up on my bed.



“So what’s the plan?” Aria asked as she plopped herself down at my vanity. “You got some kind of magic key to unlock the portal?”



“No, but I have a friend that does.” Maybe this was wrong and I shouldn’t drag Twilight into it. Still, if Aria was right, I was just as much a prisoner here as she was. “Before I ask her to open the portal though, I want to be absolutely certain that you are telling the truth. How can I trust you?”



“You can’t.” Aria got up and crossed over to the bed where she sat down next to me. “I got real good at telling lies and making ponies believe anything I wanted. Of course, the magic was a big part of that.” She held a hand up to the broken necklace chain around her neck. “Without my magic, I can’t make you believe a word I say. You just have to trust me.”



Now I was confused. Was she telling the truth? Did she have enough magic left to make me believe some part of her story? The whole perception that I was having this struggle suggested I was thinking for myself. Twilight was only a few strokes away. Maybe she could help? The only way to know for sure was to let this play out and see where it led.



“Alright,” I said shaking my head out of the clouds. “I’ll write a message to Princess Twilight. If she believes your story, she can open the portal and we can go home.” 



I stopped right there. If Aria was right, then I needed to ask one more thing before I brought in the Princess. I wouldn’t have thought to ask her before, but the idea of writing a letter to my friend jarred the thought loose.



“Aria?” I asked. “What about Adagio and Sonata?”



“What about them?” Aria’s cocky reply caught me off-guard. “Sonata’s too scared to go home and Adagio knows she can’t take over Equestria, so she’s settled on trying to take over the prison instead.”



“That’s not really fair to your friends if we leave them here, is it?” The moral quandary could be debated, but given my recent brush with the power of friendship, I wanted to lean toward saving them too.



Aria grunted and folded her arms across her chest. “They aren’t my friends, so what does it matter?”



I shook my head. “What do you mean, ‘they aren’t your friends’? Haven’t you been together, like, forever?”



“Yeah, but we aren’t friends. The only thing that kept us together was the magic.” Aria fumbled with the strand around her neck. “We used to be friends back when we were ponies, but the siren spell changed all that.”



I set the book back down on the side away from Aria and laid the pen on top. “Okay, if you want to earn my trust, I need to hear the whole story. What happened with the magic? Tell me everything.”



“There isn’t a whole lot to tell, honestly.” Aria dipped her chin looking down at the shattered jewel clutch that used to be the focus of her power. “We were just three young fillies with raging hormones—same as everypony else. We had our eyes on a few colts, but they never seemed to be interested in hooking up with us. That’s when we made our big mistake.”



“How old were you, and how big a mistake are we talking about here?” I didn’t like where this was going.



“It’s not like that, trust me,” Aria scoffed. “We were just a trio of messed up earth ponies looking to score a date. Our big mistake was getting involved with magic.”



“Okay, well, that’s a relief.” Granted, magic could be a pretty tricky subject as well. “I’m just glad were aren’t talking something super crazy. I totally understand magic—I’m a unicorn, if you didn’t know.”



“Yeah… You don’t understand anything about this magic though.” Aria hopped down off the bed and began to pace across the floor. “He said it would solve all our problems. He told us we could have anything we wanted. All we had to do was let the sirens take over.”



“Didn’t that sound too good to be true?” I asked. “I mean, why would you trust somepony who said magic could solve all your problems?”



“We we young. We were stupid.” Aria stopped her circular dance. “Did I mention that we were earth ponies?” She resumed her pace. “What did we know about magic? For all we knew, horns and wings and whatever shiny crystals he gave us would solve all our problems in the blink of an eye. Like I said, it was the biggest mistake of my life. I’ve been paying for it ever since.”



“So what happened next?” I tried to get the conversation back on track.



“You know the rest. I became a siren—creature of magic that uses her voice to make everypony else do whatever she wants—enemy to all and friend to none. I did some pretty awful stuff back then, and then I got locked up in here. The door closed, the key got tossed, and the rest is history.” When she finished with her dramatic performance, she flopped down on the bed face first.



“So, what if we got you back to Equestria? Wouldn’t you just go back to being a siren?”



Aria rolled over and pulled her arms up over her head. “Look, Shimmer, I’ll say this one more time. I’m not a siren, I’m a pony. The magic that turned me into that flying monster was destroyed with my jewel. I don’t have any magic and I never will again. You can be sure of that.”



I had heard enough. “Alright, I’ll write the letter and we can see what Twilight says.” I picked up the pen and opened the book to a fresh page. “Let me make it clear, however—either we all go home, or none of us leaves.”



“Whatever. I don’t care what you do with the others, I just want to go home.” Aria slid off the bed and crumbled to her knees. “Stick me in the deepest dungeon in Canterlot for all I care.” Falling forward, she landed on her wrists. “I want my hooves, and I want my tail, and I want to die an old fuchsia mare.” She hung her head with her hair falling around her face. Crumpling up into a little ball on the floor, the once-powerful siren pony let it all go.



I set the pen to the paper and began writing: Dear Princess Twilight, I need you to open the portal. I’m coming home and I’m bringing some friends with me. You probably have a lot of questions, but there’s no need to worry. Meet me at the statue and I’ll explain everything. Your friend, Sunset Shimmer


      

      
   
      Some Doors Aren't Meant For You


      

      
      
         “That sure was a great party!”



Rainbow Dash walked through the door to Donut Joe’s as Twilight held it open, the others close behind. “Y’know, I’m glad they appreciate it and all, but if they keep on giving us medals like this, I’m going to run out of places to put them all.”



“Speak for yourself,” Spike mumbled. He still held his medal in front of him, staring into its lustrous shine with a fiery sense of pride.



“I’m just glad we were able to convince that island turtle to sail elsewhere. Good on you for that one, Rar,” Applejack said, sliding into one of the booths as the others followed suit.



Rarity blushed slightly, throwing her scarf over her shoulder. “I just did what any one of us would have done, darling. Even giant turtles like to feel appreciated every now and then.”



“For the last time,” Twilight groaned, rolling her eyes, “not only does the ‘giant turtle’ have a proper species name, Aspidochelone, but she had a name. It was Zaratan, remember?”



“I didn’t forget, Twilight,” Fluttershy muttered under her breath.



“Zera-tera-whatever, Twi, it’s still a big turtle,” Rainbow Dash said, matching eyeroll for eyeroll.



“I’m just glad she’s on her way back to see her giant turtle family back in the seas of Saddle Arabia!” Pinkie Pie said, bouncing up and down in her seat. “I wonder if her family is as giant as she is. Oh, their family reunions must be incredible parties! A giant party thrown by a giant family full of giant turtles!”



“Good evening, ladies,” Donut Joe interrupted, standing beside their booth as a pen and paper hovered next to him. “It sounds like you’ve been on quite the adventure again. Can I get you anything?”



“Hmm, let’s see,” Twilight said, looking over the menu. 



The seven of them took their time ordering what they wanted until everyone was satisfied, and Donut Joe passed the order on to the kitchen.



“So,” Donut Joe said a few minutes later as he doled out food and coffee to the various ponies. “Care to tell me about what crazy shenanigans you guys have been up to this time?”



Pinkie Pie sucked in a deep breath, but Rarity levitated a cupcake into her mouth before she could spill the entire story at lightning speed. “Honestly, darling, we’ve had to report and recap everything that happened half a dozen times since we’ve got back. You’ll probably be able to read all about it in the papers tomorrow, anyway.” She paused, and a smile crossed her face as an idea dawned on her. “I know. Why don’t you tell us an interesting story, Joe? I’m sure you hear all sorts of juicy gossip and rumors.”



Twilight frowned, then nodded. “That’s not a bad idea, actually. Our story really wasn't all that interesting, if I’m to be perfectly honest. It’s been a long day.”



Donut Joe tapped a hoof on the table, his brow furrowed in a thoughtful expression. “Gossip and rumors, eh? I suppose I do hear quite a bit. Let’s see, what makes for an interesting yarn…”



With a glance towards the rest of the restaurant, which was completely empty, Donut Joe pulled up a chair from a nearby table and sat down with them. “Alright. You guys ever heard of ‘The Legend of the Locked Door?’”



“The Legend of the Locked Door!?” Pinkie Pie gasped, pulling on her cheeks. “I’ve heard of The Legend of the Pink Door, the Blue Door, the Yellow Door, the Small Door, the Big Door, and the Door Who Wishes He Was Actually a Sofa or Maybe an Ottoman or Something, but never the Legend of the Locked Door!”



Rainbow Dash turned to stare at Pinkie Pie, eyes narrowed and her mouth hanging open slightly, but then shook her head with a groan.



“Well, I don’t think any of us have,” Twilight said, glancing over the rest of them, “so sure, go ahead.”



“Actually, um, I’ve heard of it before,” Fluttershy whispered.



“Alright then,” Donut Joe said, shifting slightly to get more comfortable. “Now, I’ve heard this from multiple sources: guards, janitors, visitors, and servants alike But there’s supposedly a door in the palace. It’s plain, unadorned, unremarkable in any way. Except for the fact that it’s locked and nopony knows where it leads.”



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Is that all? Probably just a broom closet, isn’t it?”



Donut Joe shook his head. “I figure if it was just a broom closet, a janitor would probably know it. And there’s more. Only one pony has ever been seen going into or out of this door: Princess Celestia herself. When asked about it, she supposedly just dodges the question.”



“Oh my,” Rarity said, her eyes sparkling, “this is a secret about Princess Celestia, hmm? Does that ring any bells, Twilight?”



Twilight pursed her lips. “Not specifically… I suppose it’s not entirely unheard of for Princess Celestia to keep secrets, but an unadorned locked door? I’m sure there’s a perfectly mundane explanation.”



“Maybe it’s the secret entrance to the vault where all of the kingdom’s treasure is kept! Gold and gems and all sorts of magical wonders, and gems…” Spike said as he wiped the drool from his mouth.



“I’ve seen the royal treasury before, Spike,” Twilight said, letting out a light sigh. “It’s not nearly as impressive as you’re imagining, and it’s mostly staffed by accountants. Even then, it’s a rather tightly secured vault, not a simple door.”



“Maybe it’s something more… scandalous,” Rarity said, her eyes distant. “A secret passage to meet a secret lover, somepony she cares very deeply for but, because of tragic circumstances, can never openly acknowledge…”



“Ooh, I know!” Pinkie Pie said, raising a hoof into the air. “Maybe it’s where she keeps a super special mirror that’s actually a portal to an alternate dimension that’s kind of like ours but with all sorts of differences!”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “Pretty sure we already know where she kept that one, sugarcube.” With a glance towards Rarity, she added, “And I’m pretty sure she did that one already too.”



Rarity blushed slightly. “Oh right. That did happen, didn’t it?”



“I bet it’s just something stupid, like, a private bathroom or something,” Rainbow Dash said, waving a hoof dismissively. “Can’t blame anypony for wanting to be alone when they need to take a dump.”



“Rainbow Dash!” Twilight snapped, her face heating up. “Don’t talk about Princess Celestia like that!”



“What? Just because she’s a princess doesn’t mean she isn’t the same as the rest of us. Or is there something that changed about you when you became an alicorn that you never told us about? Is that it, Twilight? Do you no longer have to worry about locking yourself inside for hours because you got food poisoning that one time from the soggy hay? How did Spike describe it again? Like an apocalypse of—”



Applejack snapped Rainbow Dash’s jaw closed with her hoof. “That’s enough now, Rainbow. We get the picture.” Pinching the bridge of her nose, she added, “Far, far too clearly.”



“Anyway,” Twilight growled, glaring at Rainbow Dash until she huffed and turned away. “The Princess already has private bathrooms. If anything, it’s probably just a simple passage that leads outside of the castle, so she can enter and exit without being seen.”



“Would she really need something like that, though?” Rarity asked, drumming her hoof on the table. “If she really wanted to get out of the castle, she could just teleport. I could see maybe having it for emergencies if she couldn’t for whatever reason, but this rumor implies that she just uses it casually.”



“M-maybe,” Fluttershy stuttered, her eyes wide as she trembled in her seat, “it’s something dark and terrible. Like a horrible, awful dungeon where she keeps the mutilated remains of anypony who dared to cross her in the past.”



The table grew silent and everypony turned to stare at Fluttershy, who let out a soft ‘eep’ and sunk back into her seat.



“Um, I’m sorry,” she said, ducking behind her mane. “I’ve been reading a lot of scary stories recently.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow, then shook her head. “What do you think, Joe? You brought this up in the first place, after all. Did any of the ponies you heard these rumors from have any thoughts?”



Donut Joe shrugged, taking a swig of coffee. “Hard to say. Lots of ponies had their thoughts, yeah. Some of ‘em similar to what you guys is already saying. Vast riches, crazy magic, literal skeletons in her closet, yada yada. Personally, I think it’s probably somewhere private she goes to pig out on cake or something.”



Pinkie Pie let out a high pitched giggle. “That’s silly. Everypony loves cake, she shouldn’t have to hide it!”



“We could always just try asking her, you know,” Applejack said yawning and stretching back slightly. “Heck, Spike’s here. We could do it right now, put this whole matter to rest.”



Twilight frowned. “I dunno… it seems a little rude, don’t you think? Like it would be an invasion of her privacy.”



“Aww, come on Twilight!” Rainbow Dash said. She shoved Fluttershy aside and scootched next to Twilight, throwing a foreleg around her shoulder. “We’ve all gotten too worked up about it at this point, we just have to know the answer!”



“Twilight’s right about it being rude, but I can’t help but want to indulge my curiosity as well,” Rarity said. She glanced toward the rest of the table who all started nodding in turn.



Twilight narrowed her eyes. “You’re all just saying that because I’m the one she’ll get angry at if it ends up offending her.”



“Pleaaaaaaase!” Pinkie Pie said, her eyes wide as she leaned all the way across the table.



“I really wanna know too,” Fluttershy said, blushing slightly.



Twilight let out a long sigh. “Fine. Spike, take a letter.”



“Dear Princess Celestia,



I’m sorry to disturb you if you’re in the middle of anything important. And thank you again for both the party and the medal ceremony. It was very well put together; please give my compliments to the staff.



I’m writing to you this evening because there is a matter which the incorrigible curiosity of my compatriots demands be satisfied.”



“Geez Twilight, why don’t you just vomit a thesaurus all over the paper while you’re at it,” Rainbow Dash said, snickering.



“No kidding,” Spike grumbled as his quill furiously scratched down the words.



Twilight gave both of them a sharp glare and then continued.



“We’ve stumbled across an odd rumor which, while it is likely simply just that, has piqued my curiosity as well.



Simply put, the rumor states that there is a simple, unadorned door somewhere in the palace. It is always locked, and nopony knows what's inside of it. It also states that you’re the only pony who has been seen going in and out of this door.



Upon hearing this rumor, my friends immediately began to speculate wildly, each possible answer getting more absurd than the last, some of them downright insulting. Before we drive ourselves mad trying to figure it out, or, far more likely, grow bored and forget about it within a day, we figured that it would be best to simply ask you and settle the matter once and for all.



So, if you would be so kind as to shed some light on the subject, we would all be very much obliged.



Thank you,

Your (not technically anymore but I always will be in my heart) Faithful Student, 

Princess Twilight Sparkle.”



After proofreading the letter and writing a second draft, a quick gout of flame sent it to where it needed to go, and all that was left was to wait.



“Pretty sure you were just as involved as the rest of us in this, Twi,” Applejack said, giving her a level look. “It’s Princess Celestia we’re talking about here anyway. Ya don’t need to go so far to distance yourself just because you think she might be upset.”



“Yeah, well,” Twilight mumbled, blushing slightly. “Shut up.”



There was a sudden hiccup, and Spike coughed up a return letter.



“That was fast,” Twilight said, unrolling it and reading it out loud.



“Dear Princess Twilight Sparkle,



Mind your own business.



Love,

Your Mentor (In heart),

Princess Celestia.”








Princess Celestia couldn’t help but smile as the letter disappeared into the flames. Even when they weren't out solving national crises, their antics never ceased to bring a light into her day. 



It was interesting that her little secret had caused rumors to reach outside of the palace. Even though she had tried to avoid calling attention to it, ponies did love to gossip. Not to mention that she tended to stand out no matter what she did.



With a sigh, Celestia stood up and exited her room, making her way down the hallway towards where her ‘mysterious door’ stood. She saw a couple of guards eying her oddly as she unlocked it with a touch of her magic, no doubt wondering which of their wild speculations was the right one.



After that, it was a short trip down a winding staircase to a lone room in the heart of the castle, surrounded by thick stone, totally isolated.



With a spark of magic, Celestia lit the hearth, bathing the room in a warm, flickering glow. It was a simple study, filled with lush furniture. A place where she could relax in solitude.



The walls were adorned with portraits and photographs, all of the ponies she cared most about: her parents, herself and Luna as fillies, Starswirl the Bearded, King Sombra (The good one), Sunset Shimmer, Twilight and her friends, and dozens of other ponies she had known throughout her lifetime that held some sort of special place in her heart.



“Sometimes, Twilight,” Celestia said, her voice heavy as she sunk down into one of the cushions.



“You just want to be alone with your memories.”
      

      
   
      Rough in the Diamond


      

      
      
         “You know,” Pinkie said as she happily bounced alongside Rainbow Dash, “I think Rarity is going to Canterlot this weekend too!”



Rainbow paused right there in the middle of the path, threw her head up towards the sky, and groaned. 



Pinkie’s head tilted to the side at an alarming angle. “What? I was just going to say, you two should totally—”



“Should tooootally pal around and go shopping and be besties? Save it, Pinkie.” Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “She’s your friend, not mine.”



Pinkie gasped. Then she said, “Gasp!” a bit louder just to make sure Rainbow got the point.



“Not like that,” Rainbow groused. “I mean, she’s… our friend, but she’s not really my friend. Me and her don’t have anything in common. It’d be like… like Spike hanging out with Big Macintosh.”



“I think they play poker with some of the other stallions every other Friday,” Pinkie said.



Rainbow waved a hoof. “You know what I mean.”



“Oh.” Pinkie smiled sweetly. “You mean like how weird it would be for you and Fluttershy to be good friends.”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. She looked back to check that her saddlebags were properly fastened and kept going, picking up pace into a canter as the train platform came into view.



“What are you gonna do in Canterlot anyways?” Pinkie said.



Rainbow shrugged. “Thunderlane’s got some kind of plans made. Or so he says.”



“Soooomeone’s got a daaaate!”



A smirk flashed across Rainbow’s face. “Maybe. He is kinda cute. In a dorky way.”



“Rainbow and Thunder, sitting in a tree! K-I-S-S— Hey, Rarity!”



Sure enough, Rarity was standing there at the train station, next to a pile of luggage that would have been absurd for any other pony but qualified as restrained for her. She wore a yellow kerchief and an impatient expression as she stared down the still-empty train tracks, but it softened into a smile as she caught sight of the two of them.



“Hi Rarity!” Pinkie said. Rainbow mumbled a greeting as well.



“Pinkie Pie, it’s wonderful to see you,” Rarity said. “And of course, you too, Rainbow. I certainly hope you didn’t come all this way to see me off, because—” Her eyes drifted to the full saddlebags on Rainbow Dash’s back. “Oh,” she said, the enthusiasm in her voice gone.



Rainbow’s brow knit together as she looked up at Rarity. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Rarity winced. “I’m sorry, darling. I simply have a very busy schedule planned when I arrive in Canterlot, and I really don’t think I could spare the time to get together.”



“You don’t want to spend time with me?” Rainbow said.



“Really, Rainbow. It’s nothing personal. As I said, I have important business to attend to, and it’s not as if I’m really looking forward to it myself. Let’s not be dramatic about this.”



Rainbow’s face twisted in a bemused grimace. “Yes, because I’m the dramatic one here.” She glared in Rarity’s direction “Trust me, I had no desire to go to some stupid opera or pretentious art gallery anyways. If I wanted to be bored out of my skull I could do that right here in Ponyville.”



“That’s hardly—”



“Oh, don’t bother,” Rainbow Dash spat out. “Have fun at your prissy parties with all the other horrible elitist snobs.”



Rarity sniffed, her nose elevating in the air. “You don’t have the slightest clue about me, you know that?”



“I know enough,” Rainbow said.



Pinkie’s head swung between the two of them, tears welling up in her eyes. “C’mon girls, let’s all—”



“Shut up, Pinkie,” Rarity and Rainbow Dash said in unison.



Rainbow Dash stomped off to further down the platform. Pinkie gave Rarity one last plaintive look before hurriedly following.








“So… where are we going?” Rainbow Dash asked.



Thunderlane looked back at her, then flapped his wings a couple of jerky times, shooting forward to peer down a dark alleyway.



Rainbow frowned. “You do know where we’re going, right?”



He looked back at her, his smile a little shaky. “Yes, of course. I think. Absolutely.”



She trotted to catch up to him, right as he darted into the alley.



“Seriously?”



He flew back and pressed something into her hooves. She looked down to see a thin mask in the shape of a pale pink butterfly, wings outstretched. Her head swung back up to stare at his hopeful grin.



“Okay,” she said, dangerously calm, “if you’re planning on taking me to some kind of masquerade ball, I’m gonna tell you right now, you can take this mask and shove it.”



His eyes widened. “No, no. This is going to be awesome, I swear. You’ll love it! But you gotta wear a mask.”



Her eyes drifted down to the plain black cloth in his own hoof, two eyeholes cut in the strip. “Fine,” she said, “but you’re wearing the butterfly.”



One short argument later, she had tied the black mask around her head, and followed a subdued, butterfly-bemasked Thunderlane deeper into the alley. He paused in front of an unmarked door, one of several set in the bland, unpainted stone walls. It didn’t even have a handle on this side.



He reached out with a hoof and gingerly tapped a sequence of knocks. A panel slid open in the door, then slammed shut again, and it creaked slowly open.



To Dash’s surprise, inside sat a brawny minotaur, a tiny tiger mask resting on his snout. To get inside, they had to squeeze past him, into a narrow, grungy hallway, and as they passed over the threshold, Rainbow felt a cool tingle across her flank. She glanced back to see her cutie mark gone, magic having hidden it from view.



“Hey,” he grunted before they could get much further down the hall. Thunderlane jumped at the sound. “Boy. You know the rules, right?”



Rainbow looked over to Thunderlane, who seemed to be sweating a bit more than usual.



“Yessir,” he said.



The minotaur just nodded and went back to staring at the door.



Thunderlane hurried down the hall, and Rainbow followed, not even glancing at the dirty floor and industrial-looking pipes running the length of the hall. “What did he mean,” she whispered. “What’s going on?”



“Shh,” Thunderlane whispered, and he pushed open the door at the hall with one hoof, allowing a bright light and a sudden roaring cheer to burst out from within. He held the door open and Rainbow found herself drawn inside and quickly overcome with a strange sense of awe.



In contrast to the dirty hallway, the huge open room was nice. They came in at the top, at a walkway that made a wide circle, broken up occasionally by sets of stairs that led down into rows and rows of descending benches. At the very center, an open space hosted two ponies, currently in the midst of trying to bash one another’s brains out.



Rainbow Dash gawped, eyes on the two below. “Told you you’d like it,” Thunderlane whispered, as he came up behind her and pushed gently to direct her down to an open seat.



Given the size of the arena, it wasn’t packed, but still plenty crowded. More than a few looked up with interest at their arrival, curious eyes peering through the slits in a wide variety of masks.



Rainbow Dash couldn’t help but stare at the fight going on though. A hulking earth pony stolidly crouched in the middle of the arena, one bent foreleg held up to protect his face. Buzzing around him, a light-coated pegasus was on the offensive, darting in to strike again and again in a rain of blows that looked brutal.



One hoof struck just right past the earth pony’s guard and his head snapped back as he stumbled slightly. The spectators gave another appreciative roar, but the earth pony regained his position.



“Wow, he’s toast, huh?” Thunderlane said in her ear.



She shook her head absentmindedly. “He looks tough. And… see there?” her hoof shot out.



“What?”



“She’s slowing down.”



Sure enough, the pegasus’s movements were becoming ever-so-slightly slower, the fatigue of such high-speed maneuvering catching up to her. She pulled back, disengaging for a moment, and Rainbow turned to Thunderlane.



“How did you…? This has got to be illegal, right?”



Thunderlane shrugged. “I figured it better not to ask. Pretty great though, huh? Somepony would have to be pretty brave to fight, if you know what I mean.” His eyes darted to the side. “Even if they wound up losing.”



“Mhm,” Rainbow muttered. She was already intently watching the fighters again. 



Having caught her breath, the pegasus moved back into attack position, and began raining another flurry of blows down on the stallion. One, two, three, and—



The stallion caught her hoof just as it was about to strike, and swung with all his might, sending the pegasus crashing down into the floor with an impact that set Rainbow’s teeth on edge. Not wasting another moment, he leapt forward and landed right on top of her with his full weight, and the whole crowd let out an instinctive ‘Oooh” of sympathy.



“Did you see that?” she said, a huge grin on her face as she turned to Thunderlane. She noticed he looked a little more ashen than normal. “You okay?”



He swallowed. “Yeah,” he croaked out. “Doing good.”



The pegasus laid limp on the tiled floor as the earth pony stood, raising one hoof high in victory. He turned in a slow circle, basking in cheers and whoops from the crowd, before stopping to look up to a section of the seating opposite Rainbow and Thunderlane.



Rainbow followed his gaze and felt her blood run cold.



There, seated on a plush red cushion in a section cordoned off by velvet ropes, was a white unicorn with an indigo mane. Her mask was understated, a domino of deep purple, and she lounged idly with her hooves crossed.



The stallion reared back, raising both hooves high, and the applause grew even louder. The unicorn glanced around at the cheering spectators, then back down at the fight’s victor. One of her hooves daintily raised, the sound growing to nearly deafening… and then it covered her mouth as she yawned.



A hush fell over the crowd. The stallion dropped down to all four hooves again, glowering as he trod over to the corner of the arena. A few other ponies trotted out with a stretcher to cart off the pegasus.



“Huh,” Rainbow Dash said. “Huh.”



“Th-there’s just one thing I hadn’t mentioned,” Thunderlane said, looking down to where he was twiddling his hooves. “The rules. They say… uh. They say that since we’re new, one of us has to fight tonight, but I—”



“Fight?” Rainbow Dash said, turning to him with laserlike focus. “Fight who?”



“Well, anypony, I guess. Don’t worry, I’ve been training and—” 



When he had looked up again, he realized that Rainbow Dash was already gone. Thunderlane blinked, turning his head from side to side, trying to figure out where she had vanished to, when he heard her shout from below.



“I want to fight!” Rainbow Dash yelled, standing in the center of the arena.



There were a few scattered claps, but also more than a few polite laughs. The earth pony stallion’s ears perked up and he trotted out, a hard smile forming.



“Not him,” she said, stopping him in his tracks. Her hoof rose, pointing at the unicorn still lounging above, watching her with an idle curiosity. “I want to fight her.”



The stallion looked between Rainbow Dash and the unicorn, and then took a step back. The crowd exploding in a confused tangle of discussion and chaos, ponies debating, laughing, yelling. Rainbow didn’t let her gaze waver for an instant.



And when the unicorn stood up, a smirk crossing her face, the noise dropped away into silence.



“Okay,” she said, her soft voice carrying all the way down to the arena.








Rainbow Dash shivered, one leg pawing at the tiles underhoof. They felt slick and hard, not exactly making for a soft landing. Across from her, a lanky mare finished talking to the unicorn and turned to trot over to her.



The mare wore a featureless grey mask that hid her entire muzzle from view. “Name?” she said.



“Oh, uh—”



“Not your real name either. Arena name.”



Rainbow Dash paused, eyes darting side to side. “Prism Blitz?”



“Okay. There’s not much in the way of rules. Anything goes, including your wings or her magic. Fights are until tap out or knock out. The spell that hides your cutie mark keeps track of your health, and we’ll call it if you’re unconscious or determined to be too hurt to continue.”



“Don’t worry, won’t come up,” Rainbow said, forcing a grin. “At least not for me.”



The other pony looked at her, expression hidden behind the mask. She turned and trotted to the center of the arena. “Ladies and gentlecolts!” her voice rang out. “For our next match, we have a special treat. In this corner, a new challenger: Prism Blitz!”



There was a scattering of applause and some noises of mild interest. Rainbow could hear the reedy voice of Thunderlane cheering loudly from his seat way up.



“And in the other corner, you all know her. You all love her. The Queen of the Ring, the Mare of Mayhem! The one and only Lady Diamond!”



This time the audience let out a roar that seemed to shake the foundations of the whole arena. Rainbow Dash shook her head, staring down at the unicorn opposite her.



“Diamond?” she said, and she wasn’t sure the other pony would even be able to hear her over the roaring and stomping.



“Diamonds are unbreakable,” Lady Diamond replied, her face blank. “Let me ask one final time: Are you sure you want to do this?”



The mare in the grey mask trotted away, leaving just the two of them standing in the center of the arena, all eyes in the house on them.



Rainbow Dash’s wings flapped as she lifted up, hanging in the air slightly off the ground. “Absolutely,” she said.



Lady Diamond reared back, standing entirely on her hind legs with a curious balance, one foreleg bent in a graceful curve, the other held outstretched. “Then bring it on.”



Rainbow Dash didn’t hesitate. With another beat of her powerful wings, she took off straight towards Diamond, twisting at the last moment to lead with a vicious kick from a hindleg.



She caught only air, feeling a touch as slight as silk flutter across her body as Diamond slid out of the way. Rainbow kept the momentum, banking at the corner of the arena and turning back. Diamond had already regained the same posture as before, facing her once again.



With a growl, she tried to go even faster, leading with her front hooves this time in what would be a pair of punches that would leave a mark. She kept her eyes narrowed but open, watching as— Diamond dropped to the floor again, a hoof trailing along Rainbow’s body to redirect her slightly and once more causing Dash to completely miss.



Dash continued her flight to the edge of the arena, her ears burning at the laughing of the crowd. The unicorn was making a fool of her, treating her like an angry bull. Instead of banking and coming around for another sweeping pass, she flew straight at the edge of the arena, flipping around at the last minute and letting her back hooves rest against the short wall and kick off for more speed.



She wasn’t going to let Diamond duck again. She aimed low, a bit under the other pony’s center of mass, trying for a full-body tackle and putting every ounce of her speed to use. Her lips curled back, and she whispered, “Dodge this,” into the cutting wind as she rocketed forward.



She kept her eyes narrowed again, but when Diamond disappeared from view, they sprung open wide. Then she felt the hoof trail lazily through her mane and the sudden pressure on her shoulders and realized that Diamond had jumped up, flipping over her to land on her. The presence of another pony’s weight on her threw her askew, sending her flight path straight into the ground where she slammed into the tiles, skidding to a stop further along.



Rainbow let out a muted groan. “What in th— ghk!” A white hoof snaked around her throat and pulled tight, cutting off her air as she thrashed. The weight was still on her back, her opponent holding her pinned down, and Rainbow Dash flailed against hooves that seemed made of iron.



“This is the part where you tap out, darling,” a sultry voice whispered in her ear.



Rainbow reached up to try and pull at the foreleg around her neck, but couldn’t budge it. Her lungs burned, the panic and physical exertion making them scream for fresh air, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything. Her back legs lashed out again and again, trying to kick at Diamond, kick at something but the angles were all wrong and her leg just hit air.



She was starting to see spots in her eyes when she struck out instinctively with one last idea. Her wings. Her wings flew open, drawing upon accumulated thousands of wing-ups in practice, demonstrating a strength that belied their fragile appearance. They shot up between her and Diamond, the combination of surprise and force momentarily loosening the unicorn’s grip enough that Dash could push all her hooves off against the floor at once, flinging herself and her unwanted passenger backwards.



Diamond let go entirely, using the momentum to cartwheel backwards, landing calmly several feet away as she watched Rainbow Dash cough and gasp. 



“Go ahead,” she said, her tone bored. “Catch your breath.” She raised one hoof, rubbing it against her other foreleg and then idly checking it for any chips or imperfections.



Rainbow Dash shook her head, staring at her with a mounting fury as she drew in shuddering breaths one after another. After a moment, her heart stopped racing so fast, and she flapped her wings again, drawing herself up in the air. “Let’s try that again,” she muttered, voice rough.



“If you must.” Lady Diamond reared back again, settling into her fighting form.



Rainbow Dash took a sharp angle and flew straight at her again, aiming high, forelegs outstretched. Diamond ducked underneath, a mirror of their first interactions.



“Really? Is this all you have?”



“Shut up!” Rainbow yelled as she swung around for another pass, high again, her eyes drilling into her opponent as she found herself swooping through thin air instead of contact. Her head tilted back as she passed, and she watched Diamond smoothly stand once again. “Grrrah!” she growled out in fury.



She kept going, making an entire circle of the arena, picking up momentum faster and faster and faster. Diamond stood still at the center, not bothering to try and keep track of her. Then, with a sudden change of course, Rainbow Dash aimed for her headlong, directing as much of that momentum as possible as she shot across the tiles towards her foe.



It was barely a second before impact that her wings snapped open, screaming against the air in the sharpest of emergency halts, sending out a blast of wind forward at the abuse they were taking. Diamond stumbled, already starting to drop to the floor but then frozen for a moment in indecision at the unexpected turn. “Gotcha,” Rainbow Dash whispered, and spun into a punch with the entire weight of her body. It connected dead-on with Diamond’s face with a satisfying impact that Rainbow felt shiver through her whole form.



Diamond crumpled, falling back at the force of the blow, and Rainbow Dash moved forward, her wings flapping awkwardly as she tried to follow up, her hooves moving forward to— Diamond had dropped to the floor again, and Rainbow suddenly felt a pair of back-hooves against her stomach. With a springing motion, Diamond launched herself back up off her forelegs, kicking out to send Rainbow spinning head-over-hoof into the air.



She was barely able to right herself, her wings snapping out and steadying, before she slowly dropped back to the tile.



Diamond held one hoof pressed to her eye, still hunched over slightly. 



“Go ahead,” Rainbow Dash said. “Catch your breath.”



Diamond’s hoof dropped and she pulled herself back to her standing position. She didn’t speak a word, but her outstretched forehoof wagged in an invitation that was plenty clear to Rainbow.



This time, Rainbow Dash moved in a jittery flight, rapidly shifting directions as she approached. She kept her eyes trained on the unicorn, waiting for some dodge, but instead Diamond let her get close before turning on the offensive herself. A hoof flew out in Rainbow’s direction that she barely ducked under. A second followed, and then a backleg, Diamond spinning in place gracefully, her horn suddenly alight with magic as she poured on a storm of blows.



Individually, they didn’t look like much, Rainbow thought as she twisted and circled, using her wings to keep her aloft and darting in and out of reach. That was until a lucky hoof planted itself in her ribs with a shocking force that caused her to pull back entirely, scarcely a moment before the flurry of follow-ups threatened to end the fight right then and there.



Rainbow threw herself back into the fight, dedicating all her attention to staying close enough to be a constant threat but focusing on dodging the seemingly unending torrent of offense. She was glad she was a pegasus. There would be no way for a pony not naturally dextrous to keep up, and her natural ability to read the air currents meant that she—



She realized suddenly when actually reflecting on it, what Diamond was doing with her magic. The flow of wind was weird, artificial. Diamond was using magic to manipulate the currents, to allow herself to spin and twirl unnaturally fast to keep up that ridiculous pace.



And that meant Rainbow Dash could read her, could see what she intended with a level of precision that eyes would never be able to match. She just had to choose her moment carefully.



She was watching closely when she saw her chance, a kick that stretched long. Rainbow Dash rolled herself around it, spinning to the side and in close, where the next thrown punch would have been awkward to reach her. Her hoof raised out to swing, not in the place Diamond was, but where she knew she would soon be, swinging forward with a heavy inevitability until—



Diamond twisted entirely at the last minute, bending in a way that ponies shouldn’t have been able to do, causing Rainbow’s punch to glance off her without its full force. Rainbow barely had time to feel the strike land before she had to duck back herself, feeling a hoof slam into her head, then another, then a third. She reeled back, wings flapping, and suddenly felt the air surge forward as Diamond followed, darting forward—



Into both of Rainbow’s hind hooves, lashing out in a kick, connecting firmly this time and sending the two ponies both flying apart, tumbling across the tiles.



Rainbow Dash shakily stood. It took a moment to realize that the roaring sound in her head wasn’t her ears. It was the crowd, an audience that she had completely forgotten in the moment. She looked over to see Diamond also slowly getting to her hooves. The unicorn’s eyes were closed, her breathing steady even as her legs trembled slightly. But more than anything, what struck Rainbow Dash the most was that Diamond was smiling. And not mockingly or contemptuously, but with a strange, genuine kind of happiness.



Rainbow Dash reached up to feel wetness dripping down her forehead, and when she looked at the hoof it was red with blood. She realized that for some reason, she was smiling too. Practically grinning like a loon.



Diamond’s eyes opened and she focused on Rainbow Dash before slipping back into her fighting position, gracefully balanced on her hindlegs. Rainbow’s own wings flapped as she pulled herself up in the air.



“You ready for this?” Rainbow Dash said.



“More than anything,” Diamond responded.



As Dash rocketed towards her, Diamond actually leaned forward too, going this time, rushing to the fight with her horn aglow. The two moved towards one another with breathless speed, destined for a momentous collision, grins still plastered across both faces.








Pinkie stood anxiously waiting at the platform as the train from Canterlot pulled in. She was practically vibrating in excitement at seeing her friends again. As the door to the passenger car slid open, Pinkie took a huge breath.



“Welcome back, Rainbow Dash! I hope— Oh my gosh!”



“Hey Pinkie,” Rainbow said as she limped out, gingerly stepping down to the platform. One of her wings was in a cast, the opposite foreleg hung in a sling, and her prismatic mane poked through a thick wrapping of bandages.



“What happened?”



Rainbow shrugged, and then winced as the motion. “You know. Flying accident. No biggie.” She grinned. “I got fifteen stitches this time, wanna see?”



“Rainbow!” Pinkie gave her best stern look. “We’ve talked about this. There’s no competition for craziest crash. What if you had really gotten hurt?!”



Rainbow chuckled. “I don’t think I have to worry about that. We— I had it under control.”



“That sure must have been a bummer still.” Pinkie’s eyes shot open. “Oh no, did this mean you had to cancel your date with Thunderlane?”



“Who?” Rainbow said. “Oh look, there’s Rarity. Hey Rarity!”



Pinkie blinked, watching as Rainbow Dash awkwardly hopped over to where Rarity was supervising the unloading of her luggage. As Rarity turned towards them, Pinkie gasped. The unicorn had done her best in trying to cover it up with makeup, but it was exceedingly clear from the bruising showing through that Rarity had a serious black eye.



“That’s some shiner,” Rainbow said, smirking.



“What happened to you?” Pinkie chirped.



Rarity smiled. “Wouldn’t you know it, I was walking down Fifth Avenue, doing a bit of window shopping when I saw the most delightful scarf hanging in a storefront. I was so captivated that I walked right into a lamppost! I feel dreadfully silly about the whole thing.”



Pinkie winced, eyes darting towards Rainbow Dash in the expectation of some fresh verbal jab and another round of bickering.



“Happens to the best of us,” Rainbow said.



Rarity’s head tilted as she looked Rainbow up and down, taking in all the bandages. “I suppose it does. Are you quite alright, darling?”



Rainbow nodded. “Doctors say I’ll be as right as rain in a couple of weeks. No sweat.”



“Good to hear.” One of Rarity’s bags landed with a bang next to her, and her head snapped up to the sheepish baggage hoofer who had tossed it there. “If you’ll excuse me girls, I must ensure that my belongings suffer no further abuse.”



“Sure,” Rainbow said, and she and Pinkie began trotting towards town. She halted a few steps past Rarity and looked back over her shoulder. “Oh, but Rarity?”



“Hm?” she said absentmindedly.



“How often do you have business in Canterlot, anyways?”



Rarity turned, her eyes sharp and lips pursed. “Usually on the first weekend of every month.”



“Ah,” Rainbow said, voice nonchalant. “Neat. I think the Wonderbolts have a show that same time next month that I was planning on attending.” A smile crossed her lips. “Maybe we’ll bump into each other while we’re both in Canterlot.”



Rarity watched her carefully. One of her hooves raised, covering a small smile of her own. “You know, I’d like that,” she said.
      

      
   
      P.T.S.D.


      

      
      
         “Late again.” 



At least she would be if my clock wasn’t set five minutes ahead. 



“No matter.” 



Gives me time to catch up on Rainbow Digest Quarterly. I pulled up the latest edition and readied my quill for the commentary barrage against the poorly described peer-reviewed journal of broad-spectrum disorders. To think that the Royal Canterlot School of Medicine gave a doctorate to somepony who could barely manage a double-blind case study still boggles the mind. His lead article was going to get earful from my scathing rebuttal.



Barely into the second paragraph, a knock on the door drew my attention. Perhaps I spoke too soon. 



“Come in.”



The handle glowed and the door swung open. To my surprise, my least expected patient crept into the office. 



“Sorry, Doctor Hooves, I don’t have an appointment.”



“No need to be sorry, Miss Sparkle. My door is always open for you.” Laying down the fiction, I made a gesture toward the couch. “Please, have a seat. Miss ‘eight-thirty’ is never on time, so you can take her spot.” I could see the panic from a mile away. Her mane showed obvious signs of neglect. The ruffling of her feathers indicated a dire urgency accompanied her unscheduled visit.



“I’m not sure where to start,” Twilight’s ragged voice sagged to a moan as she collapsed on the patient chair. “I think I’m having a relapse.”



“Let me get my notes and we’ll start wherever you feel comfortable.” I reached down and pulled open the long file drawer. Scanning past my more recent cases, the folder labeled P.T.S.D. stood out in bright purple highlighter. A veritable mountain of documentation rose from the drawer as I heaved the stack to my desk. I flipped to the general notes section and scrawled out today’s date in the margin. “Ready when you are. What seems to be the trouble?”



“It’s just awful, Doctor.” Twilight wasn’t exactly known for this sort of drama, but the way she held her foreleg across her brow signaled we were in for a doozy of a session. “I nearly killed him!”



“Now hold on there,” I stated calmly. Dropping the quill, I stepped around the desk and sought out the more personal refuge of the high backed chair facing the couch. “Try and settle down, Miss Sparkle. Remember, stick to the facts. Tell me exactly what happened.”



Tears bubbled to the surface on her grief stricken face. A gurgling sound escaped her muzzle as she fought back the tears and choked out her reply. “If he hadn’t slipped, I could be cleaning friendship-rainbow-fried bits of dragon brain off my wall right now!” 



The poor dear! I might need to clear my schedule for this one. “Am I correct to assume you had another—incident?” Nearly forgetting myself, I reached over to snatch up my notebook and tableside quill. The chicken scratch flew across the page: patient severely agitated, emotional response bordering irrational levels. “There’s a box of tissues on the table…”



“Thank you,” she snorted pulling up a wad to her nose. “It’s getting worse. I’m having trouble controlling my friendship. I need help. The medication just isn’t working.”



Thinking back to the last entry in the journal—six months. Had it really been that long? “I haven’t seen you in a while, Princess. Have you continued with the treatment regimen as prescribed?”



Her glossy eyes swung back to face me. “It’s no use. The maintenance doses aren’t enough. I’ve run out of real problems and even had thoughts of artificial inflation again. You know what that leads to.”



“Of course. How could I forget?” The last time she tried to create her own dosing, the whole town nearly destroyed itself. Not to say that the normal course of treatment fared any better, but at least she kept the therapy within her own circle of friends for the most part.



Time to try a new approach. “Let’s start over. Perhaps we’re going about this all wrong. Wipe the slate clean and we’ll work our way through it from the beginning. What do you say? Shall we give it a try?”



Ears up. Head level. Eyes forward. Good start. 



“I’m willing to try anything, but haven’t we gone over it before?”



I glanced up at the pile of notes sliding across my desk. “We could use a fresh perspective. It won’t hurt to explore the events leading up to now. Who knows, cathartic release has been shown to help in a number of other cases.”



“But I thought my case was unique?” Twilight wondered. She was right. I gave the disorder her name for that very reason.



“Of course.” I leaned back in my chair crossing my hind legs and tapping my forehooves together in steady measure. “Humor me though. Let’s start again and see where we end up.” 



“Alright. You’re the doctor.” The patient rolled over and settled into a more comfortable position. “I was born on the first of day of—“



“Let me stop you right there, Miss Sparkle—may I call you Twilight, or do you prefer Princess?”



“Sure… Twilight’s fine.”



“So then, Twilight, could you begin at the part where the trouble all started. I think we can skip the early years.” Quill at the ready, I pulled back a fresh page.



“Okay.” Twilight fidgeted with her hooves. Her panic seemed to settle given the new focus. “It all began when I was sent to Ponyville during the Nightmare Moon incident.”



“Question: was that before, or after her actual re-appearance?” The difference was significant. Had she been sent because of the problem, or was it mere coincidence?



“I’m not sure how to answer that. When I inquired about the prophecy, Celestia sent me here and told me I should find some friends.” She glanced down at the floor while I caught up my notes. “It sure was good that I did. Without their help, I would have never found the Elements of Harmony. For all I know, Nightmare Moon could have destroyed all of Equestria if we didn’t stop her.”



“Yes, but how did that make you feel?” Here I go again, playing Tirek’s advocate. “It seems Celestia tricked you into solving her problem for her.” 



Note: patient seems confused, disoriented



“Honestly, I wasn’t sure at first. I felt pretty bad.” Now we were getting somewhere. Peeling back the layers, the root of the problem lay exposed. “I guess I didn’t understand why she sent me away. The whole concept of friendship never really clicked before then. In hindsight, it felt really good when it was all over.”



“Describe that feeling for me. The part where you felt this friendship for the first time.” I think we skimmed over this part last time—no clue how I missed it.



“It felt… good.” Twilight shifted position, a telltale sign I wasn’t getting the whole truth. “Actually, it didn’t feel good. It felt great!”



“So, help me understand. Did it feel great like acing a test? Did it feel great like having second dessert? Work with me here.” I had a sense where this was going. Could explain a lot.



“It was the most wonderful feeling I ever felt!” She gripped the sides of her head. “That’s the whole problem. I can’t get enough of it now. I’m addicted to the magic of friendship!”



“Alright. Let’s slow it back down.” My writing filled the first page. Might be time for another quill as well. “I want you to focus on that moment. Really concentrate. What about that one event drew you in?”



“It’s hard to describe. I can’t really put my hoof on it.” Dead end. Try something else.



“We’ve established that the Nightmare Moon event set a trigger. Could you walk me through the next few months that followed?” I had to keep the ball rolling. We could come back to the trigger event.



“The next few months were pretty normal, I guess.” 



“Try and explain what normal means to you, Twilight.”



“Just standard, everyday stuff. I’d run into a friendship problem and, you know, take care of it. Celestia had me send her weekly reports outlining everything. I could get her to send you a copy if you want to go over them in detail.” 



“I don’t think that will be necessary. I’ll review my previous notes and if I have any questions I’ll be sure and follow up with her.” She did have a point. Her record keeping rivaled my own. Could be worth looking into, but it might be a red herring. Can’t get distracted here. “You’ve made the connection that solving friendship problems on a regular basis was, in your words, normal. Did you encounter any problems involving friendship that haven’t felt normal?” 



Note: patient laughed at the mention of abnormal incidents.



“There’s always Discord. Things were pretty normal up until Celestia had us gear up to fight the Lord of Chaos.”



“So, once again, the Princess called on you to fight her own battles? How did that make you feel?” Back on track again. Definitely need another quill.



“Pretty terrible. He literally sucked all the friendship out of us.” Agitation noted. “Then it all hit me. Every single friendship report I ever sent came back and literally smacked me upside the head. It was a huge rush!”



“So you defeated Discord with the magic of friendship, and it made you feel… good?”



“Oh yeah!”



“So what was the problem? You felt good. Equestria was safe. How did it escalate from there?” I tossed the old quill into the wastebin and pulled a fresh one out the supply drawer. It was going to be a long night of washing black ink out of my hoof.



“I felt great, but that was my problem. I didn’t have any more problems.” Twilight sat up on the couch and hovered near the edge. “I couldn’t find any real problems to fix, so I had to experiment with artificial ones. I created my own problems so I could feed myself the solutions.”



“Okay, we both know that ended badly, so let’s skip over that part. Where did you go from there?”



“It wasn’t easy, Doc. There were still problems to fix. I just had to look harder to find them.” She’s breaking away again. Something needs to be said—I hope she can get it out on her own. Give her some time. “I bounced around from problem to problem until the whole wedding thing came around.” Good girl!



“And what made that special?”



“That was a whole different kind of problem. My brother was getting married to a changeling. I tried using friendship, but none of my friends would help me. It didn’t feel right at all. In the end it all worked out, but I didn’t get the same rush as before.”



“Diminishing returns, hmmm.” Quite the perplexing situation to be in. On the one hoof, I should encourage her unique and positive behavior. On the other, it seems to lead to a negative cycle. The inverse should be true, but somehow it isn’t. “Have you ever considered saying no to Celestia?”



“How about you try it and let me know how it goes?” Alright. Bad question.



“Point taken. Where did that leave you?”



“I-I guess I was okay with that. The problem was, it didn’t end there.” Flip the page, new heading. “Practically the next day, I got summoned to save the Crystal Empire. It came out of nowhere!” 



“So you’re saying that Celestia sent you on another mission to save the world and the cycle continued?”



“That’s exactly what I’m saying. She even made it into a test of some sort. I had to find the Crystal Heart, defeat Sombra, and save an entire kingdom in the process. The end result turned me into a Crystal Pony for the day. Friendship isn’t magic, it’s a drug!” 



Note: Gleam in patient’s eye suggests lingering effects of Crystal Pony Syndrome. Additional tests needed to confirm.



“I would have to agree. Still, that leaves us with a few unanswered questions. Do these smaller friendship problems have an additive effect on the larger friendship crises? It seems they may even have a synergistic effect.” I had no baseline to work with. How could I even start to quantify the relationship?



“It’s an interesting theory, Doc. I’ve debated it myself. One thing I know for certain is that everything seems to have culminated in this—“ Wings flared, the patient rose from her chair. “All the lessons. All the tests. All the magic of friendship combined turned me into an Alicorn.”



“That’s quite impressive. To be clear, you postulate that the drive to solve friendship problems, originating in the overthrow of Nightmare Moon and the discovery of the Elements of Harmony, gave you wings? Give or take a few major bumps in the road, every task and trouble you faced culminated in your Alicornification?”



Twilight sank back down in the chair. “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”



“You don’t seem to very happy about it.”



“If that’s where it ended—sure, I’d be happy with that. Fact is, I’m on another level now.” Back to the original pose. “Who needs the Elements of Harmony anymore? I’ve got Alicorn magic coming out the wazoo. I thought I had friendship problems before. Now I’m the freaking Princess of Friendship herself.”



“Is that such a bad thing? Aren’t you just solving friendship problems like before? I’d call that an improvement—a validation as it were.”



“Have you taken a look outside lately? Have you noticed how there isn’t a library in the middle of town anymore? Did the huge castle give you any indication of how big this problem has gotten? I can’t help myself. Friendship problems never stop, and they keep getting bigger and bigger. I’ve become my own worst enemy.”



Think Hooves, think. What am I missing here? How can I help resolve the conflict? That’s it! “Twilight, you need an outlet.”



“A what?”



“An outlet. Something to funnel all your pent up friendship into so that it won’t consume you or anypony else around you.” Brilliant! This is definitely going in next quarter’s Rainbow. “I’ll write you a prescription and you can be on your way. How does that sound?”



“Sounds too good to be true. I’ve been keeping with the maintenance doses of friendship problems you prescribed for the past six months following the Tirek debacle. How do you suppose another round is going to help?”



“This is something better—trust me, I’m a doctor.” Prescription pad, quill, illegible chicken scratch—done. “Take this to any reputable drinking establishment and follow the instructions. I’d hold off on any threesomes for now, but you might find them useful given extenuating circumstances.”



That smile says it all. Another satisfied client. “Thanks for the session, Doctor. I’ll be sure and give your treatment some thought. I’m not sure I’m ready for a coltfriend, but if it serves as an outlet, I’ll be sure and give it try.”



I’m riding on cloud nine here, but that knock at the door just had to bring me back. “I’ll be sure and send you the bill. Good luck with your treatment, Miss Sparkle. Come in!”



The door swung open and in walked my eight-thirty. “Sorry I’m late for my Flyer’s Remorse session, Doc. I got tied up wrangling some clouds on the other side of town. Oh, hey Twilight.”



“I was just leaving. Thanks for your help, Doctor Hooves. I’ll catch up with you later Rainbow Dash.” 



“Anytime, Miss Sparkle. My door is always open for you.”
      

      
   
      Dressing Room


      

      
      
         >Are you all ready?



“Uh... sure. Just a second.” The mare in front of the camera squirmed in place, trying to find a comfortable position for her rear legs. The couch she was sitting on was not a regular feature of her dressing room, and it fit her snugly, which was to say tightly. Lying upon it end to end, her tail bumped up against the pillows at one end, while her forelegs draped over the rest on the other.  It was technically enough room, but the throw pillows by her rear pushed up against her dock and there didn’t seem to be anywhere to put her rear hooves. She tried to solve both problems at once by tucking her tail in around her hind legs, but one of the set ponies came and straightened her tail back out, brushing it straight again with one motion of a brush.



“Am I not supposed to do that?” she asked. Her eyes followed the set pony as she walked off camera, leaving her staring vaguely off to the left. “I guess? It’s not comfortable,” she explained. A moment later, she added, “You can see my cutie mark just fine. It... you know? Fine, whatever. I can just deal with it.” She turned her head to the right. “Is the lighting and makeup all good?”



The mare turned her head back to inspect herself, eyeing the way her leg rested on the couch and her tail draped over the pillows. She was a lavender unicorn with a particularly prominent horn which poked out from between her heavy bangs. Her mane was dark blue, streaked with purple and violet, and her cutie mark was a pink star surrounded by five others. “What about the sound? Can you shut the door to the hall? Yeah, just—right, thanks. We’re all good there? We’re—yes, okay. Great.”



The mare turned back to the camera, her alert ears tilting forward. “Okay! Ready when you are.”



>Why don’t you start by introducing yourself?



“Sure,” she said, flashing a smile to the camera and adding a cheerful kick behind the words. The ears folded back a few degrees until they seemed more at ease, and her dock relaxed as well, draping her tail over the pillows. “My name is Star Power. I’m sixteen years old, I’m from Baltimare, and I play Princess Twilight Sparkle on the hit TV series Friendship is Magic.”



>Tell me more about that?



“The show?” she asked, staring just off camera for a moment. “Well, if you’ve never heard of it before, I suppose I would say it’s this sweet foals show about six friends who go on magical adventures together. It all starts when Twilight Sparkle arrives in this little town called Ponyville to help organize a festival, but she gets drawn into the return of a...” Star leaned forward slightly and grinned as she spoke, “dark, shadowy monster.”



Star laughed slightly before she continued. “It sounds like the setup to some cheesy sci-fi serial, but what makes it really stand out is the characters. Twilight doesn’t save the day with swords or sorcery, but with the help of her friends, and the show really brings their relationship to life on screen. We’ve got an amazing team of writers here, and we all work hard to realize their vision.”



>Friendship is Magic is your first major acting role. Can you tell us what that’s like?



“Well, in a day to day sense, it’s pretty much the same as doing commercials,” Star tilted her head back and forth. “It’s the same cameras, the same lights, the same 5AM makeup call. The big difference is the ponies. When you’re doing little roles, everypony just wants to get the job done and get out of there.”



She tilted her head up for a moment, making a vague gesture with a hoof. “But here on set... I don’t know. I’m not sure how to explain it. There’s so much care that goes into doing every scene. All the actors and the staff want to get every little detail right. It’s an infectious feeling.”



>Tell us your cutie mark story.



“Well, when I was little, I saw Princess Celestia raise the sun at the Summer Sun Celebration...” Star laughed again, giving a firm shake of her head. “No, it’s actually really boring. When I was eleven, I got to play Princess Platinum in my school’s hearth’s warming eve pageant. I got really into the role, with that whole bombastic speech she gives during the negotiations? I was just belting the words out.” The mare made a sharp striking gesture with her forehoof, as though pounding an invisible table.



“And why should we believe you!?” she shouted abruptly, her face twisting into a snarling mask and her ears folded tightly back. “What has a pegasus ever produced but grief and pain. You grow nothing, you forge nothing, you write nothing—and nothing is what you are! Nothing but the storm and the fear and rain that falls yellow upon the heads of unicorns and earth ponies alike! For generations it has amused you to piss on the heads of all ponies below!” Star made a commanding, sweeping gesture, ending with a sharp strike against the invisible table. With nothing to hit, her hoof hovered in mid air. “And now I think it amuses you for it to freeze before it hits the ground.”



As suddenly as the anger had come to Star’s face, it was gone, and she giggled as she settled back onto the couch. “You know,” she said cheerfully. “For foals.” That produced another brief bout of giggling. “The whole play, I thought ponies were staring at me because I was messing it up. But when the play was over, I had this.” She pointed at the set of stars on her flank. “And a parent/teacher conference,” she added as an afterthought.



>It seems like you really enjoy acting.



“Absolutely,” she nodded firmly. “I think everypony has parts of their jobs they don’t enjoy—for me, that’s the late-night school and the early-morning makeup—but when I’m in front of the camera, it’s all worth it. I love getting into a characters heads and imagining how they feel. Twilight is really bold and decisive, but more than that, she’s just such a happy person deep down. It makes her fun to play.”



>Friendship is Magic is a foals program, but it also has a significant older male viewership. Any thoughts on that?



“Well, I get it for the regular show. I mean, it’s a really foal-friendly program, but you’ve also got Butter Up on screen strutting her stuff. So...” Star lifted a hoof to cover her mouth. “I get why there might be some older stallion viewers there. But I don’t understand this whole Equestria Girls craze. It’s like, cartoon apes? What’s up with that?”



>With Friendship is Magic about to start its fifth season, have you given any thought to what role you’d like to play next?



“Well.” Star tapped the couch beneath her, and her tail flicked slightly to one side. “The movies, probably. Equestria Girls and Rainbow Rocks were both big hits. So there will probably be a few more sequels there, plus tie-ins and stuff.”



>So you intend to keep playing Twilight Sparkle?



“It’s... well.” Her tail flicked back the other way. “It’s a brand recognition thing. When a pony sees Tom Flanks going down the street, they go ‘Hey, it’s Tom Flanks!’ not ‘Hey! It’s Captain Muster.’ But when ponies see me, they go ‘Hey, it’s Twilight Sparkle!’ It’s...” She shrugged. “It can be difficult sometimes.”



>As a foal actor, do you ever have trouble working with your older counterparts?



“Well, I’m not going to be a foal actor for much longer,” she answered, giving a small smile as she did. “But, no, not at all. The older actors are all really supportive—particularly Amazon. It also helps that all of the main cast are my age—except Butter Up; she’s twenty-two—and we have a lot of fun working together.”



Star tilted her ears up and turned her head to the side, completing the motion with a little wave of her her hoof. “And the director is great as well. Working with foal actors can be hard because, you know, we get older! But he’s helped me stick with the role, and even turned my character into an alicorn to hide how much taller I was getting.”



>Tell me about your fellow actors.



“Well! There’s Amazon,” Star said brightly, sitting up a little straighter. “She plays Princess Celestia, Twilight’s friend and teacher. It’s a great role for her. As a... well. It’s easy for maresof  her size to get typecast, particularly earth ponies. She did Xena, Clobberella, Batmare. Don’t get me wrong, she does great stunts, but I’m glad she’s finally getting a chance to show off her acting range. She’s got the alicorn makeup, and the nurturing character, and she’s just killing it.”



>And what about the rest of the main cast?



“Well, uh...” Star paused, turning her gaze down and raising her eyebrows slightly as she thought. “I guess I’d start with Deep Cover. She plays Applejack, and she is a serious method actor. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her break character. Like, ever. She speaks with that corny country accent all the time. It’s kind of crazy.” Star shook her head and let out a breath, the sound tinged by the ghost of a laugh. “But it’s also kind of cool. She actually spent a month on an apple farm to get ready for the role. And she’s really fun to hang out with.



Star paused, her tail flicking to one side. “Then there’s Barnstormer. Or, Rainbow Dash. She’s a little different from the rest of us. She’s a real stunt flyer—like, professional circuit and all that—so acting is pretty much an experiment for her. At first, people thought she was just a ratings booster—like, ha ha,” Star swirled a hoof in the air, “obvious celebrity casting is obvious—but she’s grown into the role.”



Star leaned forward and glanced up and to the left, pausing momentarily before settling back against the couch. “Of course, everypony knows First Take. Definitely the most talented actor on set, if I’m allowed to be humble. She plays Rarity in Friendship is Magic, Pam Halter on The Stable, and Kelly Canter in Saved by the Bit. I mean, when you see her play those parts?” Star lifted her hooves to the sides of her head, and pantomimed an explosion, making woosh noises with her lips. “You’d swear she was three totally different ponies. And when you see her on set it’s not hard to tell why. She’s really devoted to the craft. Spends a lot of time in her trailer reviewing her tapes to see what she did right and wrong. That sort of thing.”



Star leaned back against the cushions, her horn glowing as she levitated a glass of water to her lips and took a sip. “Then there’s Pan Flash. She’s just a pleasure to work with. Always friendly, and energetic and very responsive to the director’s feedback.” Star took another sip from her water, and then returned the glass to the table. “Actors can be prima-donnas, it’s true, but she’s just so humble and eager to please. You can’t help but like her.”



Star smiled at the camera, and let out a gentle laugh. “And of course, the show wouldn’t have half the viewer base it does without Butter Up. She’s a little old for the role—Fluttershy isn’t even seventeen yet, and Butter Up is twenty-two—but the makeup crew here is stellar, and they make it work. It just means Fluttershy is a little, well, you know.” Star’s smile evolved to grin. “Mature. But that’s good for ratings.”



>You made a similar joke at this years Equus Awards, and it didn’t look like Butter Up enjoyed it. Is it true that there’s some tension between you two?



“Not really, no.” Star gave a weak shrug, and shook her head. “Sure, we tease sometimes, but that’s just in good fun. Like.” She swallowed and paused for air, shifting her position to get more comfortable. “When we were shooting Ponyville Confidential, there was this scene where I was reading off everypony’s secrets. And it was a really simple scene, but the humor just wasn’t landing. Like, I’m reading the lines, but nopony is laughing, and even the director is getting frustrated.” Star’s smile brightened as she spoke, and she made a waving gesture with her hoof. 



“So we’re between takes,” she continued, her tempo picking up, “and the director says ‘Look, just make it funny,’ so I just burst out, ‘Fluttershy has tail extensions!’ And Butter Up turns beat red and slinks away, and the director just goes, ‘wait, were we rolling for that?’ and we were and just went with it.” Star laughed. “It was hilarious.”



>Does she have tail extensions?



Star quickly retrieved her glass of water, taking another sip. When she returned the glass to its table, her voice was more steady. “You’d have to ask her about that.”



>Any other funny stories from the set?



“Well, most of it is pretty spontaneous, but Deep Cover is usually pretty funny in the mornings.” Star nodded, lifting the tip of a hoof as though for attention. “Because she really never breaks character, but she’s a night-owl by nature, so at five in the morning she is just dead on her hooves. Usually she does okay, but some mornings when her brain isn’t quite started yet, you’ll hear things like: ‘I’m happier than a rattlesnake in a spelling bee!’ and all the makeup staff get a good giggle out of that.”



Star tilted her head back and forth for a moment, pursing her lips in thought. “Then there’s the whole Barnstormer/Butter Up versus Rainbow Dash/Fluttershy dynamic. See, in the show, Rainbow Dash is this booming extrovert, while Fluttershy can hardly raise her voice above a whispers? But in real life, Butter Up is the extrovert and Barnstormer is the introvert. Dont’ get me wrong.” Star Power raised a hoof. “Barnstormer is loud, and even pretty brash, but after a few hours on set she’s ready to hide in her trailer. Its lead to a few times when Butter Up has to psyche Barnstormer up for a scene where Rainbow Dash is trying to psyche up Fluttershy. It’s pretty funny.”



>What about Pan Flash and First Take?



“Well, they’re fun to work with, but they pretty much go back to their trailers right after each take, so...” Turned both her forehooves up to the camera.



>What about Spike? Is it ever difficult having to work with a CGI “actor”?



“Well, that depends what you mean.” Star settled back against the couch, nudging a pillow with her rear leg. “We certainly do more takes in the Spike scenes because the animators are going to have to fill him in later, and that has a bunch of weird rules. Like, if I grab Spike like this.” She held out a hoof, crooking her ankle slightly. “That’s fine. But if I grab him like this.” She crooked her ankle slightly differently. “That costs the studio half a million bits to fix it so my hoof isn’t going through his head. So we do a lot of takes to make sure we get a good one. But in terms of acting skill?”



Star flicked her tail back and forth, glancing up at the ceiling as she thought. “I don’t know. I think if I had a little brother he’d be a lot like Spike. Sort of annoying and underhoof but with a heart of gold. So I just try to picture that in my head and forget that I’m talking to an empty spot on the floor. It works pretty well.”



>How does your family feel about your acting?



“They’re very supportive.”



>Could you expand on that?



“Well... they’re a little strict, but they mean well.” Star Power shrugged. “All the money I’m making is going into a trust fund. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to get a million bits as soon as I turn eighteen, but they’re concerned I’d lose it and I guess that’s fair.”



She lowered a hoof, tapping the wooden frame of the couch once. “My mom insists I have to stop acting long enough to go to college. I’m not really sure I see the point in getting a degree, but the classes should be fun. Learning is very rewarding.”



>Any idea what you want to study?



“16th century literature.”



>Why that specifically?



“Well, all the books we have on set—Twilight Sparkle’s collection, I mean—they’re this old collection of classics one of the prop designers picked up from a closing library. Like...” Her horn glowed, and she levitated a book from off screen into the frame, holding the copy of The Praise of Folly towards the camera. “Right now, I’m big on philosophy. Utopony, The Princess, The Worth of Stallions, and Praise of course.”



>You must be very smart.



“Well, sometimes I struggle with it, but it’s fun. So, sure?” She shrugged. “Besides, it’s not like there’s much else to do after a take.”



>You don’t go home?



“Night school starts at seven, so if we finish early I’ll usually just hang out on set and read until it’s time to go.”



>What is night school like?



Star Power snorted. “Magic kindergarten.”



>Could you explain that?



“Sorry,” she shook her head. “Inside joke. I don’t really get along with the other ponies there. It’s part of why I prefer to read on my own.”



>Do you have any friends who share your interests?



“In old books? Not really.” Star Power made a slight wave, settling her hoof near her chin. “That’s kind of a solitary thing. But Amazon and I hang out sometimes.”



Star straightened her posture, cracking her neck and drawing  a breath. “I mean, she’s a great actor. She’s funny, and does her own stunts, and she’s really supportive. She even helped me find a new agent. Not that my old one was bad, but it’s not often that an actor manages to break out of being typecast like she was, so I’m totally willing to take her advice.”



>So would you say you’ve been typecast then?



“I didn’t say that, no.”



>Alright, we’re just about out of time, so one final question: What’s your favorite part of being on the program?



Star Power let out a breath. Then, she smiled brightly. “Getting to spend time with my friends, of course!”



>Well, Twilight, it sounds like you’ve learned a valuable friendship lesson.



“Absolutely,” Star answered with a firm nod. “Life can be stressful. Sometimes, whether you’re at work or at school, it will seem like there’s nopony who understands you and that you don’t know where you’re going in life. But if you stop and look around, you’ll find that there are ponies who make it all better. Ponies who are ready to help, to give advice, or just to appreciate your skills. Those ponies are your friends, and as long as they support you, there’s nothing you can’t do! No matter how bleak things seem the magic of friendship will always prevail.”



>Is that a friendship lesson we’re getting in Season 5?



Star pulled back from the camera, and turned her eyes to the ground. Her hoof tapped the wood of the couch, and her tail flicked back and forth. “No,” she said. “I was just doing a bit.”



>Well, thank you for your time.



“Thank you.”
      

      
   
      The Sunset Room


      

      
      
         The apples were going rotten. 



She smelled it as soon as she stepped into the west orchards, the cloying sweet stench she associated with fermenting cider, and a hundred yards in, past the trees which had been harvested in time, she saw it. 



Apples littered the ground, dozens of them, hundreds, even. Some were glossy, freshly fallen. Others had been chewed into brown pulp by fruit flies and rabbits and who knows what other varmints. 



It was a sight that might make a mare cry.



Crying was off the agenda today. There was too much to do. 



She’d brought with her the cart. It was stacked with empty buckets, and even with her earth pony strength and a life of hard labour, she struggled to pull it along. Normally her brother did that, but he was unwell, maybe more than unwell, so it was up to her.



She unloaded the buckets and placed them around the base of the nearest tree and moved on to the next tree and repeated the process until all the buckets were laid out and ready to receive. Then she returned to the first tree and hunched down in front of it. The muscles in her back and legs tightened like overwound springs. An instant later, she pushed off her front legs and kicked the tree with the full force of her body. The supple wood hummed in a familiar and comforting tune and the boughs dropped their burdens with a sigh. Guided by earth pony magic, the apples fell neatly into the buckets.



A quick glance told her that not all the fruit she had gathered would be worth keeping. Some of them were wizened and wrinkly, unappetizing to the fickle ponies at market who had come to expect only the best from Sweet Apple Acres.



Well, sometimes things don’t work out how you’d want them to, she thought bitterly. Sometimes, life’s just rotten.







As sundown neared, she decided to call it a day. The cart harness had rubbed through the fur on her shoulders, leaving the skin underneath red and raw. Her muscles ached. Sweat clothed her like a second skin. She had worked harder than she ever had, and still – still, damn it – there was another half of the orchard to be harvested.



It surprised her how much of a difference not having her brother made. Then, maybe it shouldn’t have. He taller, heavier, and stronger than any other stallion in town. He never balked at hard work, just accepted it in his quiet manner and got on with it. She may have become the mother-sister-manager of their family and farm when their parents passed, but her brother was the roots which held it up. 



And if the roots die, the tree falls.



He ain’t going to die, she told herself. Quit thinking those thoughts. Papa taught you better than that. Besides, Twi said she would get help from Canterlot. Someone who knows what they’re doing. Just got to trust in her and he’ll be fine.



She crested the last rise on the path back to the homestead just as the sun called it quits. As had become a custom, she paused to catch her breath and watched the second story.



When it was first settled, the lands of Sweet Apple Acres were frontier territory. Resources were low, and beasts from the Everfree forest prowled in the night. With their limited supplies, her ancestors could not build both a house and a barn, so they compromised, creating the homestead.



Since then, it had gone under many repairs and renovations. The barn was converted into a kitchen. A ceiling was put in, and the space above divided into bedrooms. A bright coat of red paint replaced the roughhewn exterior. 



In its present state, the homestead was a sprawling, mismatched, homely place, much like the family who had built it. Looking on, as the sun’s last light shone copper on the second story, it was easy for her to forget her aches and pains and feel content.



There was movement in one of the windows.



No, not just any window. The window to the sunset room, the room of her brother.



She saw it again. A small flicker, like a head turning. She squinted, hoping to pick out his silhouette, hoping to see that he was alright. For several minutes she stood there without seeing anything, then the light on the window faded, returning the interior to darkness.



There had been a movement, hadn’t there? She hadn’t just imagined it. If only she could check, but Twi had said, without realising the torture it would inflict, that no one was to open the door to the room. 



No one open it? Darn it, that’s stupid thinking. What’s the worst that could happen?



But Twi had said, and she trusted Twi with her life. With her brother’s life.



She sighed and shouldered the weight of the harness and started down the slope to the homestead where there were apples to be sorted, good from bad, and dinner to be had and the Talk. Again, the Talk.





Dinners in her family were, to put it lightly, boisterous. Her granny, with the help of whoever was on roster, heaped the table high with plates of casserole, bowls of broth, and any number of pastries. All of these were in constant motion, passing from brother to sister, sister to granny, and back to brother again. An orchestra of clinks, clonks, slurps, chews, and talk. The first time she invited Twi over, the gal went away with an anchor for a stomach and a mild case of post-traumatic stress. That was their family’s way of dining.



Tonight, they ate in silence.



They each knew that if they spoke, there would be only one thing they spoke about, and they knew that nothing good could come of it. They also knew it was only a matter of time before one of them piped up.



Tonight, it was her sister who spoke.



‘These are good carrots, Granny. I didn’t know we had any.’



‘That neighbour of ours left ‘em. What’s ‘er name? The one with the gorgeous locks?’



‘Golden Harvest?’ her sister volunteered.



Her granny clapped her hoof against the table. ‘That’s the one! Left us a whole basket, freshly picked. You can tell cos they still got the tingle of the earth to them. Good crop, too.’



‘You shouldn’t have accepted them, Granny,’ she said. ‘Golden Harvest’s still recovering from the blight earlier this season. She ain’t got crops to give away.’



Her sister frowned. ‘How could you say no to a gift, Applejack? That’d be rude.’



She rubbed her temple, feeling a headache building. Darn it, it was so earlier in the night and already she could feel the conversation changing direction, like a ship pulled along by hidden currents.



‘You just got to say it the right way. Say you appreciate the sentiment, but can’t accept it. It’s the right thing to do.’



Her sister paused to consider this. In her place, her granny spoke. ‘You sure about that?’



She frowned. ‘What are you trying to say?’



A dark look came over her granny’s face. For an instant, she felt like a foal again, trembling before the scolding like a tree in a storm. She reacted instinctively, bracing herself. She had no reason to feel guilty. None.



‘If someone shows you kindness, especially someone who ain’t got much reason to be kind at the moment, then the gracious thing to do is accept,’ her granny said in an iron tone. ‘If you think she needs that kindness more than you, repay it in kind. Refusing, no matter how you word it, ain’t right.’ 



Her granny took a bite from one of the carrots and chewed slowly, her gaze never wandering. She swallowed, then added, ‘Those carrots just hurt your pride.’



Her face flushed. Hot, angry words rose to her tongue, but she caught them before they escaped. After a few deep breaths, she said, ‘This has got nothing to do with pride.’



‘You ain’t the only one who’s worried about him, Applejack.’



And there, it had been said. The currents had won and now the ship would sail to their tune. The same conversation would replay itself as it had every night for the past week. 



She reached for her anger as a defence for what was to come, but found in its place simple sadness. ‘I know, Granny. I know.’



Silence fell over the table once more as each of them nursed their thoughts. 



‘D’you think he’s hungry?’ said her sister in a small voice.



She sighed. ‘I’d think so.’



‘Maybe we should bring him something to eat.’ She added hastily, ‘I know Twi said not to open that door and that, but I was thinking, how much does she actually know about diseases and the like? It could be alright.’



‘About diseases? Not much, I wouldn’t think, but our Twi knows more than anyone about magic, and she said that whatever he has is unlike anything—’



‘—she’s ever seen. Yeah, I get it. But he was with us for several days before Twi came, and we’re still alright, so I thought maybe . . .’



Every word her sister said gave voice to the niggling feeling in the back of her mind. What if Twi was wrong? What if her brother was okay? Sick, but alive and needing help. 



Her vision began to swim as the doubts cascaded. She felt her chest tighten, her throat constrict, and the weight of the one question she didn’t dare voice press down on her.



‘Apple Bloom!’ she snapped. Her sister shrunk back, a look of hurt on her face. She took a moment to rein in her emotions, then squatted by her sister’s side.



‘Just because we didn’t get it before doesn’t mean much.’ She paused, searching for the right words. ‘You remember when we burned part of the east orchard because the rot got in? Before we could see its flowers, the mold had already burrowed deep into the tree. That’s why we had to burn some of the healthy-looking ones, too.



‘This disease could be like that. Big Mac was with us before it could flower and spread, but now . . .’ Her voice hitched, and the few words rushed out like air escaping from a punctured balloon. ‘But now we might get sick too, and that’s the last thing he would want.’



She turned away, brushing her cheek. Darn, dry eyes at a time like this? Getting teary was the last thing she needed.



A small hoof pressed against her hip. ‘I’m sorry, Applejack. I didn’t mean to----     I’m just worried.’

She swiped her cheek once more, then drew her sister into a tight hug. ‘I know, sugarcube. I know.’







After putting her sister to bed, she lingered in the doorway. All that she could see of her sister was a lump beneath the covers and a small mop of red hair on the pillow. She smiled a small smile, and closed the door behind her.



She made her way to the bathroom for a much deserved soak. As she passed the door to her brother’s room, she hesitated mid-stride, then stopped to consider it.



It was much the same as any other door in the house except for two details. One, somepony had long ago carved into the middle of the door the name ‘Sunset Room’; and two, the door knob was covered in the a veneer of dust.



‘‘T ain’t right,’ she whispered, wiping the dust off the door knob. There. Now it didn’t look as though the room, and its occupant had been abandoned.



As she turned to go, she heard a rattle and a faint moan. Her heart jumped from trot to gallop. Glancing down the hallway, half-expecting her sister to have heard these sounds and be watching, she crouched by the door. 



‘Big Mac, is that you?’



No response came. 



‘Can you hear me?’ she asked. ‘Are you okay?’



She pressed her ear to the wood and listened.



Once again, she could hear a faint scratching sound, but beyond that nothing. 



How much does Twi know about diseases? she thought.



What if he’s too weak to speak, just lying there, hungry and thirsty and dying? she thought. What if Twi doesn’t get back in time? 



She placed a hoof on the doorknob and stood still. Arguments flew back and forth in her head, each so sure of their cause, each whispering, taunting, guilting, begging, urging her to twist the knob and see what was inside or to step away and keep on trusting. Her hoof felt like it was dancing with electricity, fifty hertz of household current, alternations to match the beat of her heart. After a time long enough for a bath to be drawn, she stepped away, teeth grit until they squeaked.



At once, the energy rushed out of her, and she felt like a spent battery. Darn it, this wasn’t fair. Wasn’t fair at all.







She drew her bath and stepped in before it was full. Her skin prickled uncomfortably as the hot water seeped through her coat, but soon that passed, leaving behind a deep warmth that loosened the tight bunches of muscles in her legs and back and neck.



When the bath was full, she took off her Stetson and placed it on a hook set into the wall. Then she took off her hair ties, one for her mane and one for her tail, and placed them beside the hat. This was done slowly and methodically, like a ritual in an ancient monastery, and once completed, she gave herself to the water.



For a while the warmth and comfort kept her thoughts at bay. There was no world beyond the walls of the bathroom. No orchards going to rot, no dying brother; there were no responsibilities towards her family or her farm or her friends. For a while, it was just her.



But, as surely as the bath lost its heat, those thoughts returned.



Will Twi get back in time?



She wasn’t surprised to find that was the first question to spring to mind. She had wondered if there was a cure or if her brother could be saved, but she never considered the possibility that he would be dead before Twi even returned.



The possibility frightened her, but there was nothing to do about it.



Or was there?



She could open the door. She could bring her brother food and water, without which he would surely die sooner. And if she got sick? Well, then Twi would be saving the two of them when she returned.



If there’s a cure, she told herself. Don’t go getting ideas. Not this late in the piece.



And then there was her sister’s question: How much did Twi know about diseases?



She sighed and reached for her mane brush. There were a day’s worth of tangles which needed straightening before this bath finished. She started with her mane first, brushing and teasing, yanking and snapping, until every strand ran parallel to its neighbour from root to tip.



Could Twi have misdiagnosed? It didn’t seem likely. Whatever he had, it was bad enough for her brother to agree that the door should not be opened until proper care had arrived. But he had always been quick to agree with Twi, and not all of that was because he trusted her judgement.



How much could a peep hurt? I’d just be seeing how he’s doing, maybe leave a little water and fresh food.



She toyed with the brush, turning it this way and that. Eventually she threw it down, pulled the plug, and stepped out of the bath.



Just a peep.







As she passed the door on the way down to the kitchen, she heard the scratching again, louder this time. It made her think of something being dragged across wooden boarding. A large body, say.



She hurried on down and prepared a bowl of beans and roasted vegies. After a hesitation, she even added some carrots. She put this on a tray, added a pitcher of water, and was about to turn to go up stairs when she felt a small hoof on her hip.



She stifled a scream and span around. ‘Applebloom, what’re you doing?’ she snapped.



Her sister looked dead on her hoofs, but her eyes were sharp. ‘I was gonna ask you the same thing.’



‘I’m . . .’ she looked at the bowl of veg, then sighed. ‘I’m going to see how Big Mac is doing.’



The filly nodded. ‘Can I come with you?’



‘I don’t see why not, but you got to stay in the hallway. I’m just dropping these inside, not going in.’



‘Sure.’



She picked up the tray and, sister in tow, made her way back to the second door to the left. There were no scratching sounds now. Only a silence which turned every breath into the wheeze of a bellow and made every heartbeat seem as loud as a footstep.



She put a hoof on the doorknob, took a deep breath, then twisted and pushed. The door swung open.



Immediately, she was struck by a dank, musty smell, like the basement where they kept their crops for winter. It was too dark to see far into the room, but near the heel of the door, she could make out some kind of waxy substance.



‘Big Mac?’ she whispered. The words passed into through the room like a ghost, stirring nothing. No, not nothing. She could hear the scratching again, close to window, but slowly drawing closer.



‘Big Mac, we brought some food for ya. Water, too, if you’re thirsty.’



‘Are you okay?’ came her sister’s voice.



The scratching came closer, and as it came closer, she began to hear other sounds mixed into it. Gurgles. Clicks. Hiccups. Uneasiness tightened her throat, and she took a step back from the door.



‘Apple Bloom, I think maybe we should leave him be.’



Her sister shook her head. ‘Please, AJ. He’s real sick.’



She took a step into the room. 'Alright, Mac. We're leaving it here. You can have it if you--'



She stopped. In the light coming through the doorway, she could see a hoof. Or, at least, what used to be a hoof. It reached forwards and pulled itself a little closer, revealing lines of fungus sprouting from the frog and running up to the knee like sickly veins.



She swallowed, then shut the door.



'Sis?' her sister asked.



She didn't answer. Instead, she looked at the bottom of her hoof. Stuck to it was a thin layer of sticky substance. She felt her blood run cold.



Whatever it was, it should have stayed behind the closed door.
      

      
   
      Remember


      

      
      
         Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember!



I remember like it was yesterday. How could I forget? Being turned to stone doesn’t make you forget, especially when it’s one of the only things you have to reflect on over the years.



Yet, it wasn’t yesterday. It happened a long time ago. 



The day rolls around once every year, but that doesn’t mean it’s the same. Not that any of these ponies remember. It’s not like any of them were actually there—with the obvious exception, of course. I wonder if the Princess will ever come around to telling it how it really was.



I remember an extra cloudy, sun-filled day where the pigs flew lazily through the sky. The fish sang, the birds croaked, everything was just as it should have been. That is, until a pair of usurpers had to go and ruin everything. Why they had to go and change everything, I’ll never understand. Those blasted elements of harmony should have never seen the light of night. Without them, I would still be enjoying my midnight swims though the garden.



“Mommy? Why is he yawning?” one of the little ones asked in her most annoying filly lisp.



“He’s not yawning, sweetheart,” her mother mare lied. “He’s singing.” 



“He’s making me sleepy.” The little one yawned and stretched her hooves across her mother’s lap.



“I know you can do it, sweetie. Just hold out for a few more minutes and the show will start. You don’t want to miss the fireworks.” 



How right she was. They had front row seats to the most spectacular show in all of Equestria. Maybe not tonight, but soon, I would be free again. The magic of harmony grows weaker by the moment. I can feel it draining away. These prison walls can’t hold back the Lord of Chaos forever. 



There’s an old saying when dealing with chaos: When one door closes, another always opens. Even if it takes another thousand years, I can wait. I’m nothing, if not patient. 



Perhaps I should add that to the list… Lord of Patience—nah—doesn’t really have a nice ring to it. I do have standards to uphold after all.



However, patience does have its downsides. The countless birds nesting in my mouth through the years, for example. If I had known any better, I would have closed it and opened my eyes before being turned to stone. Had I been given ample warning, I might have made a number of adjustments before locking in. The itch I can’t scratch in my lower back would be another matter altogether. My outstretched arm could have been comfortably supported instead of hanging there like some kind of decorative coat tree. Some days, I wish I had had the sense to shut my ears as well. Instead, I have to listen to their pithy cry each and every time this blasted holiday rears its orderly head.



Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember!



Again with the remembering. I could tell them exactly what happened—none of this pony tale they’ve come to think is the truth. Still, what fun would there be in telling the truth? None at all. Even Celestia appreciates taking certain liberties with it from time to time. I can hardly be condemned for being myself. Truth-telling always gets in the way of a good story. Lies are so much more enjoyable.



I really wish I could see their faces, though. Hearing is overrated. You lose all sorts of context without the clear image to reference. Who needs words when actions speak for themselves? They want to throw a party and all I get is a ringing in my ears.



“When are they going to light the bonfires, dad?” a squeaky colt, probably still without his mark, asked.



“Get your hooves off me, pipsqueak,” obviously not-the-dad added.



“Stop the fighting you two, or we’ll head straight home right now,” dad scolded. “They’ll light the fires after the Princess gives her speech.”



The Princess remembers. She may have forgotten a few of the more important details, but she remembers what she did. When I’m free again, I’ll make sure she never forgets. A nice eternity locked in stone would do wonders for her complexion. Those rough spots on her flanks would smooth right out given a century or two of my kind of weather beating down on her statue. Maybe her sister would care to join her—not that I would grant her that luxury. Chaos is not kind. At least I could be more creative than sticking her next to a statue signifying victory. Perhaps a nice statue of an inebriated chimera—all three of the heads to keep her company.



Chaos is all about being creative. What would be the point if everything remained the same forever? They call me evil; they say I’m wrong. They have no idea what they are talking about. Without me, their lives would be hollow shells without meaning. I have the natural order of things on my side. Chaos means progress. Chaos is good. Chaos is eternal.



I remember a time when… Well, none of that really matters now. Soon I’ll be free. This prison of harmony will be no more. The triumphant return of the Lord of Chaos will put things right again!



Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember!



The clopping of hooves and the general bedlam of the assembled crowd might as well be celebrating my return instead of the anniversary of my incarceration. At least the settling of the noise tells me it’s time for Celestia’s speech. I hope she doesn’t drone on again tonight like she did last year. Perhaps we can just skip the formalities for once and shoot right over to the frivolous destruction of timber and explosive magic to follow. I’m just glad I won’t have to suffer through another one of these ridiculous celebrations again. Next year will be different, I promise. There’ll be a new headliner—none of this same-old boring routine.



“My little ponies,” Celestia always began. “Thank you for being here tonight.”



Bonfire, fireworks, and we’re done. Moving on. Thank you, Celestia, for keeping it short and to the point. Best Bonfire Night speech ever.



“It is with a joyful heart that I greet all of you. This year I am especially grateful and I hope you will join with me in celebrating a long awaited change in our evening plans.”



Scratch that. I guess we’re in for a long one tonight. Better strap in and get comfortable—as if that was even possible. I wonder what she has planned? Maybe we’ll just skip to being done so they can all go home and I can get some rest. Wouldn’t that be a welcome change.



“I remember the fifth going all the back to the beginning. Through the years, I have shared with you all what this holiday means to me. Unfortunately, it has been a very long time since we have had the pleasure of hearing from another eye-witness to history in order to give any further context or perspective. I am pleased to say that tonight, we will end that drought.”



What? I haven’t prepared any speech. How in the world does she expect me to speak on such short notice? Besides, being locked in stone would certainly hinder my ability to properly gesticulate, not to mention the visual aides aren’t at all ready. I’ll guess I’ll just have to wing it. Good thing I still have my wings.



“Please welcome to the stage, my sister, Princess Luna.” 



Huh? That’s quite the vacation. I wonder where she’s been hiding for the last thousand years. No bother, I can save this speech I just came up with for my coming out party. Gives me some time to put a little polish on it—perhaps a nice cherry blue veneer.



“Thank you, sister. CITIZENS OF EQUESTRIA!—”



“Let’s use our royal inside voice, sister.”



“—Ahh, alright.” Luna began again. “Citizens of Equestria—we come before you this glorious night, as our sister points out, to give some perspective. We speak as one who remembers; one who understands the time both before and after the chaos. Hear these words that we may explain.



“Discord Night celebrates the triumph of order over chaos. On this very night, many years ago, the Lord of Chaos bowed to the power of harmony. His statue, just behind, remains a striking reminder of the influence that his legacy exerts to this day.”



That’s not true at all. Have you been asleep for a thousand years? I would never bow to harmony—you attacked me with it! How dare you use my own statue against me!



“We stand before you having taken a similar path. We know the darkness and what it means to fight against the light. We are made whole once again and rejoice in the healing power of harmony. The Princess of the Night remembers the time before. She remembers the Reign of Chaos and the terrible destruction we suffered. That night is over now. A glorious day dawns. Join hooves together, citizens of Equestria, and remember this night with us. Remember that which you cannot. Remember how harmony and order overcame the forces of chaos. Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember, and all that the Chaos Plot wrought.”



Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember!



“Thank you, Princess Luna. I will remember this night forever. Now, it is our great honor to light the bonfires of harmony and cast out the shadows of Discord from among us—together.”



At least the speech is over. It sure gets cold out here, and its the least she could do to make up for it. Time for some heat. 



That’s better. Maybe the fire will help soften up this stone prison or at least help scratch that itch.



“Before we start the fireworks, I wish to say a few words.”



Give me a break—another speech? It’s past my bedtime and you all need to go home.



“For many years, I have celebrated this night with all of you. Discord Night has always been a time to reflect on the past and what it means to us today. Discord’s reign of chaos was a dark period in our nation’s history, and we must never forget that night nor any that followed. Tonight, however, I want to add to our celebration by giving thanks for something else. On this night where we celebrate harmony and the overthrow of chaos, I wish to give thanks to Discord, the Lord of Chaos.”



That crowd took the reaction right out of my frozen mouth. I can’t blame them, stunned silence is a pretty common reaction to hearing my name. Still, I wouldn’t have expected old Sun Butt to go quite this far off script. Luna’s a bit more dramatic, but Celestia’s usually a pretty straight-shooter.



“I understand your concern, but hear me out,” Celestia appealed to the agitated crowd. “I wish to thank Discord for being what he is. Without him, we wouldn’t be here tonight in celebration. We have so much to be thankful for, and above all, he deserves our most sincere thanks. 



“Just as with everything in life, we cannot know the good without the bad. Without night, there could be no day. Without sorrow, we could not know joy. Without Discord, we would never have the balance of harmony in our lives. Knowing the difference is what makes it all work. Discord’s gift of chaos grants us the opportunity to have order and peace. Without it, our lives would be empty and meaningless.”



Clopping? How could they be clopping for that? She’s got it all backwards! Harmony is evil! It stifles creativity and growth. At least she understands that without chaos, she’s got nothing to live for. I could have told her that. 



“Along with the fireworks, my little ponies, I leave you tonight with this: Remember, remember, the fifth of Coltember, and all that the Chaos Plot wrought. Without it, we know, harmony never could grow. Give thanks for what Discord hath brought.” 



It wouldn’t matter if you had ten-thousand ponies cheering for you. This doesn’t change anything, Celestia. When I get out of here, we’ll see what you think of the new gifts I bring. I promise they won’t give you cause to celebrate. I may be down, but there’s a big old storm of chaos heading your way. Take cover, little ponies. Discord has not yet begun to fight.
      

      
   
      Dirty Prancing


      

      
      
         That was the summer nine hundred and sixty three years after Discord's fall, when everyone called me Chryssy and I knew better than to correct them. That was before Princess Luna was banished, when ponies and changelings mingled without fear. When all I wanted was to best my sisters and become queen. When finding a mate was the furthest thing on my mind. That was the summer we went to the Macintosh Hills, on the border of changeling and pony lands...








The concierge sputtered upon seeing six identical pegasi land on the chateau concourse. They weren't exactly identical, on second glance: one was larger than the rest, one heavier, one of them had face-planted on touch down. The concierge ran to get Cellar Keg. His "special guests" had arrived.



"I didn't plan that landing out too well," moaned the one on the ground.



Behind her, the others broke into laughter. In a green flash, one of them turned into a pony-sized changeling and rolled on the ground. "You should see your dumb face right now!"



The pegasus already on the ground became a slightly taller changeling, with braces on her fangs and a ponytail. "Sh-shut up, Nympha!"



The largest of them decloaked, shaking her head. "Chrysalis, do pull yourself together. You wouldn't want us to look bad in front of Cellar Keg."



"She can't help it, mother," said a third, dark of mane and sharp of eye. "Chryssy's a born screwup."



"Hedylie's right," said the fourth, considerably rounder than the others and fuller of face.



"Hush, Pierida," said the last, taller than all but their mother. She bent and helped Chrysalis to her hooves, returning her glasses. "You hardly make us look better."



Their mother inclined her head slightly. "Thank you, Diurna, for keeping your sisters in line. Now shut up, all of you. He's here."



A portly, greying unicorn emerged from the chateau, the concierge remaining behind, watching with fearful eyes. The stallion grinned as he approached them, bowing low.



"Queen Io! The pleasure is all mine!"



"Indeed it is, Cellar," Io said, inclining her head slightly, voice neutral.



"Will you be staying the whole weekend?" Cellar Keg rose and continued to grin excitedly at her. "We've got just a bundle of activities planned! I promise it'll be a great time for you and your daughters!"



Io cast a weather eye back at them, catching Nympha and Pierida with their forelegs around Chryssy's neck. They cleared their throats, grinned, and straightened.



"Yes," she said languidly, "they could use a break from trying to kill one another for my favor." She gave him a fanged smile. "Come, Cellar, my old friend. Let us talk."



Cellar nodded, turned back to the chateau, and whistled, the concierge scooting to his call.



"Carry your things?" Cellar asked, leading Io along the path.



"We travel light." The Queen turned back to her progeny. "I expect you all to be on your best behavior this weekend! Do not make me regret bringing you along!"



"Yes, mother," they chorused, variously sycophantic and sullen.



As Io and Cellar moved off around the chateau, the concierge reached the changelings. He looked around, saw no luggage, threw his hooves up and shook his head, muttering about something. Diurna placed a hoof on his shoulder and gave him her most alluring smile.



"Tell me, pony, what activities did Cellar Keg speak of?"



"Oh!" He rubbed the back of his neck and tried unsuccessfully to scoot out from under her hoof. "W-well, there's shuffleboard and bingo, the lake... Tonight, there's complimentary dance lessons at the gazebo, and be a magic show tomorrow. Gosh, I'd have to get the schedule to know everything for sure. Oh, but the big to-do is the talent show on the final night! Dancing, singing, whatever you wanna do!"



Diurna smiled at him like a snake before a mouse. "Wonderful. You have served us well, peasant. Begone."



The concierge was happy to oblige.



"Very well then, my sisters," Diurna said, turning to them. "Shall we compete to prove which among us is most talented? I shall sing, of course."



"An excellent idea, sister," said Hedylie. "I shall recite poetry."



Pierida opened her mouth, but Nypha interceded. "I'll play my harp!"



Pierida scowled at her. "I'll d--"



"I'll dance!" Chrysalis shouted.



Pierida punched her in the shoulder. "Hey, that's what I was gonna say!"



Nympha could barely stifle her giggles. "You dancing, Chryssy? You'd probably knock the walls out!"



"I was gonna dance!"



"Can it, fatty," Hedylie said, sneering.



Pierida gasped. "I am not fat!  I have a big exoskeleton!"



"I'll do it!" Chrysalis said. "I'll show you all! I'll win that contest!"



She stalked off, head high, the others snickering when she tripped over a paving stone.



"I'll do interpretive dance, then," Pierida groused. "That's different."








Free dance lessons at the gazebo had seemed like such a foolproof plan, ignoring the propensity of Chryssy's body becoming friends with the floor. All she would have to do is sit through an hour of swaying, learn a few steps, and then voila! Talent!



Reality, like her cousin gravity, is a harsh mistress.



The instructor, a unicorn named Foxtrot, could not have been more openly disdainful of her students if she had covered them in tree sap and affixed them with signs reading "I Hate You, Signed Foxtrot." Chrysalis especially seemed to catch her ire, and was paired up numerous times with the old earth pony mare who was too blind to tell a changeling from a diamond dog.



The actual dancing consisted of staggering about half a beat late while listening to Foxtrot screech about how poorly they were doing. Yet somehow, when it was finished, they applauded and she praised them for a job well done. Chryssy suspected acting among the dance instructor's talents.



"I'm surprised to see you here."



Chrysalis found herself on the floor once more that afternoon, staring up at her eldest sister's legs. Diurna reached down and helped her up.



"I would have thought such a talented dancer as yourself wouldn't need lessons."



Chrysalis glowered after her, puffing out her reddening cheeks. "I-I'm just warming up for the talent contest! Wouldn't want to get rusty, after all. I don't actually need lessons!"



Diurna laughed and moved off through the crowd, stopping to speak with Foxtrot.








"Mister Cellar Keg, I actually need dance lessons, can you help me-e-e-e?"



The sentence came out in a single breath as Chryssy slid across the plush carpeting, clinging to Cellar Keg's hoof.



"If I help you out," he grunted turning his eyes toward the ceiling, "will you let go?"



She did.



Sighing, Cellar turned to her. "If you really want to be a dancer, I'll set you up with Noble Sway, my best instructor. One lesson, on the house. How does that sound?"



Chryssy grinned and clapped her hooves. "Yay! I'm sure that'll be just the thing I need! And then I can show up my sisters and be next in line to become queen!"



Cellar shook his head. "I wouldn't be doing this if you weren't related to the changeling who saved my life years ago. I'll tell Sway. Meet him in the foyer in an hour."








Chryssy flicked back and forth between three different forms as she waited in the foyer. Not that she was ashamed of her natural form, the indecision just helped take her mind off how nervous she was.



She was halfway between unicorn and pegasus when she heard hooves at the door and whirled to face it. The pony standing there was like none she'd ever seen before: a stallion black as herself, winged and horned, with red highlights in his wavy mane and tail. On his flank was a set of four flaming horseshoes. Her eyes locked with his and he gaped openly at her.



"A-are you...?"



Frightened by his words, she dropped the disguise, and his face fell with it.



"Oh," he said flatly, "a changeling." He puffed out a breath, making his hair flip upward. "Just who I wanted to not get commission on."



Reminding herself that she was a princess, she forced herself to speak. "Do you have a problem with changelings?"



Shaking his head, he strode past her down the hall. "Fugeddaboutit. C'mon, old man Keg wants me to teach you how to dance, so you're gonna learn how to dance."



His tone was brusque and his voice carried a rough, nasal accent she couldn't place. She tried to shake that thought off and concentrate on how he moved. Males had never really been her concern in the hive, but the way he walked was powerful as it was graceful, like, well, a dancer. She'd never quite seen a creature like him and found herself quite captivated.



"Lesson's in here if you're done starin' at the goods," he said, holding a door open to a studio. She scooted inside, blushing.








The lesson with Noble Sway -- if that was really his name; he'd never introduced himself -- was a different sort of disaster than the one with Foxtrot. He tried walking her through a series of four dances, but every time she thought she was getting the hang of one, she'd stumble over her own hooves, or bump into him, or crash into the phonograph (no matter where it was placed). With each trip or fall, the alicorn got angrier.



Finally, he cut the music and pinched the bridge of his nose in one hoof. Chryssy steeled herself; she knew what happened when her mother got this way. Taking a deep breath, he dropped his hoof and looked pointedly away from her.



"Why d'you wanna learn how to dance?"



Her mouth went dry. "I, I, I want to win the talent contest in four days."



"The contest?" He let out a sharp laugh. "Kid, you'll be lucky if you don't get last place minus one with moves like that. You sure you're not a better singer or, I dunno, accordion player?"



"But I told my sisters I was going to dance..."



"Ahh, the truth comes out!" He gestured as if showing somepony a new house. "I don't pretend to know much about changelings, but I got a feelin' you and your sisters fight over who gets to be queen next, am I right?"



She ducked her head and nodded.



"Great. So not only am I not makin' full pay on account of Mister Keg's got himself indebted to changelings, but now I gotta groom one for politics too!" He slapped his wings against his sides.



"N-now, listen, you, you..." She swallowed. "I am a princess of the changeling hive and I will not be spoken to in such a manner by someone I'm not even related to!"



"Some princess." He turned his back on her. "I thought princesses were s'posed to be graceful."



"What would an alicorn stuck teaching dance lessons know about royalty?"



She knew she'd said the wrong thing when he stopped, still as a statue.



"Us alicorns, we're a dyin' breed," he said quietly. "Ponies don't need ruled like they used to. Me, I got a backstory so dark and mysterious, even I don't know nothin' about it."



He whirled on her, his eyes blazing. "Not like you'd know anything about that, miss Pretty Pampered Changeling Princess!" The clock on the wall chimed. "Oh, look at that, lesson's over. Now kindly buzz off!" He stalked out of the studio, grumbling about spoiled daughters.



She stared after him for quite some time. Eventually, she managed to squeak out a "Sorry." It was too little, too late. As plans of hers went, this one had been an utter failure. She'd even been told off by a commoner! She wasn't good at swinging her title around like Diurna, but if he wasn't actually royalty, he should at least have treated her with common courtesy! No one should ever speak to her that way!



Then again, no one had ever called her pretty before, either.








Inside the shack, dozens of ponies danced, though perhaps 'dancing' was the wrong word. It was more like the night was a machine and the ponies were being sucked through its gears. They gyrated and ground against one another, and while she could taste love from some of the couples, more palpable was the heady, intoxicating flavor of unbridled lust. Junk food.



In the center of it all, covered in mares, was Noble Sway.



The rude stallion had been on Chryssy's mind all evening. Try as she might, she couldn't get his words out of her head. So, after considering what Hedylie might do, she came up with a scheme. A little eyelash-fluttering at a busboy and some love magic, and she learned the whereabouts of the staff's secret party spot. Sure, she felt a little guilty passing the "Employees Only Beyond This Point" sign, but a quick form change into a mare headed into the opposite direction and she was ready to do what changelings did best: infiltrate.



While she might not have been as cunning as Hedylie, or quick-witted as Nympha, Chryssy was still smart enough to realize illicit activity when she saw it. This dancing was positively dirty, nothing like what she'd seen ponies do, and certainly nothing like she'd ever seen in the hive. She could use this.



She waited until the doors swung open, another couple leaving to most likely copulate, if their emotions were any indicator, and slipped inside as they swung shut behind her. Everything changed. The music pulsing through her body, thick, heavy bass beats and high, tinny saxophone that drove the ponies to frenzy. They became a sea of churning bodies, pressing against her, crowding her, laughing and moaning and saying indiscreet things to one another.



Sighting Noble Sway, she tried to catch his attention. When that didn't work, she summoned up what little of the dance lessons she could recall, remembered she was using somepony else's body, and shimmied her way toward the pile of mares surrounding him.



When she was almost there, she tripped over someone's tail and face-planted right at Noble Sway's hooves.



"Parsley?" a light voice called. "I thought you went back to Hard Knocks's place!"



She felt magic lifting her and setting her back on her hooves.



"That ain't Parsley," Noble Sway said, glowering at her. "I'd know that face plant anywhere. What in Celestia's name are you doin' out here, Chryssy? I don't remember anypony invitin' you."



Pouting, Chryssy dropped her dropped disguise and once again tried to remember why she was here. "I invited myself," she said, trying her best to sound aloof. "That's what princesses do, after all."



He rolled his eyes and pushed one of the mares out of his way. "Yeah? Well uninvite yourself, braces. I'm kinda in the middle of somethin', if you couldn't tell."



She smirked at him. "Tell? Now who would I tell about what it is you do out here? Certainly not Cellar Keg, my mother's dear friend."



That got him; his black face turned a sickly shade of grey.



"I-I don't know what you're talkin' about..."



She took a step forward. "It's just that Cellar seems awfully uptight, don't you think? Why, if he knew what his dance staff did on his property after hours..."



Noble Sway gritted his teeth, turning away. The mares surrounding him had vanished one by one, none remaining.



"Please don't tell him," he said softly.



"What was that?"



"I said don't tell him!" He looked at her, eyes wide. "Please, I need this job! Ain't nopony likes to hire alicorns these days!"



"I thought so." She blew on her hoof, polishing it against her chest. "Of course, I have every intention of keeping this secret, if... you do something for me."



He put a foreleg around her neck and led her toward the back of the building. "Fewmets... Name it, ya highness."



She smiled at him as sweetly as she could. "Teach me to dance for real."








The next morning, Nympha sat at a table in the dining area, chin perched on crossed hooves, watching Pierida shovel oatcakes and who-knew-what-else into her face.



"Chryssy's been montaging," she said languidly.



"You told me." Pierida scowled at her. "Now shut up, I'm eating."



Nympha pursed her lips. "I'm only mentioning it because I know you wanted to dance, and you're hardly doing yourself any favors by eating as much as you have been."



Pierida upended a bottle of syrup and sucked at it, eyes bulging at her.



"She's right, you know," said Diurna, sitting at the table. "Pony food goes right to your hips."



Nympha snickered. "If you're not careful, all you'll be able to interpret is 'beached whale'!" She laughed for a solid minute, banging on the table and attracting stares from the ponies in the dining room. Her sisters regarded her with looks alternately flat and hateful.



When the moment had passed, Nympha sucked in a deep breath and shook her head. "But seriously, clumsy Chryssy is getting outside help and it bugs me." She buzzed her wings. "I'm starting to wonder if she might actually have a shot at this dumb contest."



"Talking about Chrysalis, are we?"



Nympha shrieked, turning into a manticore as Hedylie appeared beside her, talking into her ear. Diurna took a mouthful of her fruit salad and waved her fork at her.



"Indeed we are. It seems dear Nympha -- change back, sweetie, ponies are staring -- is afraid our least capable sister might have a shot at winning the contest."



"Oh." Hedylie stared unblinking as Nympha resumed her natural form and stuck her tongue out. "What a tragedy that would be, if it were to happen." Her lips parted in a slow, toothy smile. "Luckily, I know her instructor is a disgraced alicorn. And quite a good dancer, if you're willing to take my word for it."



"I am," Diurna said. "I am. Do you think he might be able to overcome her clumsiness?"



"Indeed I do, dear sister."



Diurna leaned back in her chair, humming and smiling to herself. The other three looked at her intently.



"I know what that look means, Diurna," Nympha said. "Spit it out. What are you plotting?"



"Plotting?" Diurna laughed airily. "My dear sister, you've confused me for Hedylie. No, I was only thinking."



After a pregnant silence, Pierida swallowed and said, "Thinking about what?"



"Oh, you know." Diurna traced a formless pattern through the air. "That it would be an awful shame if Chryssy's excellent instructor made her a little too confident and set her up for a fall. That it would be an even greater shame if Chryssy's dear, loving sisters put aside their differences and worked to decrease their total number of rivals by one." She pouted. "But you know, I was only thinking about it..."



"I'm in," Pierida said through a mouthful of hashbrowns.



"Me too!" said Nympha.



"I'm intrigued," Hedylie added at length. "And just how do you plan to go about bringing about dear Chryssy's downfall?"



Diurna shrugged. "Oh, I don't know. Only that her name is Foxtrot, she partners with Chryssy's dance instructor for the big evening floor shows, and you can usually find her at the gazebo around two."



Hedylie grinned ferally and sank beneath the table. Diurna tittered to herself, then leaned forward.



"And as for you two..."








A more gruelling day's work, Chryssy could not remember. True to his word, Noble Sway -- he asked her to just call him "Sway," as his friends did -- had given his all, teaching her more complex techniques than he had the previous day. True to her word, she had concentrated on the dancing and forgotten about the reason she was blackmailing him. He'd even tried to be nice to her, though that was undercut by him being serious about undoing her flaws.



Strangely enough, it was working. She'd been able to get through an entire routine without falling once, though she still stumbled. He said that was natural for a novice, and she should really be more concerned with staying on her toes than staying upright. It was encouraging; she was actually starting to enjoy herself.



Until she crashed into the phonograph again. It had become such a regular occurrence that she had gotten fairly skilled at putting it back together. But this time, as she returned the horn to its mounting and replaced the record, she heard heavy breathing on the other side of the room. She turned to see him with a hoof up against the wall, panting through clenched teeth, and her ears folded back.



"I-I'm sorry, I'm try--"



"What are you afraid of?"



The question caught her completely off guard, and she sat back. "What?"



"What--" he stalked toward her, head low to the ground, teeth still clenched-- "are you. Afraid of?"



"I don't understand."



"Yeah, you never--" He swung his head around, stomped his hooves, and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Look, I'm tryin' to be nice. We got off on the wrong hoof, you're actually makin' progress. But you wanted to win that talent show, right? That's why we're doin' this!"



She nodded.



"Then why are you holdin' back? Huh?" He leaned in close. "What are you so afraid of that you can't keep your eyes on the prize and give it a hundred and ten percent?"



She blinked at him. Then she frowned. Was she afraid of something? He was staring at her, and in his eyes, she saw an intense clarity and focus. They were green pools, vortexes that drew her in and told her timeless stories of movement and shadow, of longing and love and ecstasy. Above all, they were fearless, as he always had been. Her cheeks grew hot.



"I-it's just..." She looked at the herringbone pattern of the flooring. "Every time I feel like maybe I'm making progress, I start worrying. I'm always screwing things up. My mother and my sisters, they're all pretty, or talented, or smart, and I'm just... not. I'm clumsy and gawky and I have to wear glasses and braces, and..." Hot tears slid down her cheeks.



A leg wrapped around her shoulders and a hoof drew her chin up to so she could look at him.



"Hey kid, it's okay, don't cry. So what if you're not as good as your sisters? You gotta try and be as good as you. That's what my old man taught me."



"G-good as me?"



He nodded. "Be the pony... the changeling, I guess, you were meant to be, as good as you can possibly be. And if that ain't good enough for somepony else, forget 'em. It ain't worth listenin' to what they gotta say." He poked her in the chest. "But first, you start lookin' at all those problems you have as obstacles to get past, not walls that stop you cold."



"Sway!"



They both looked to door as a grey earth stallion shot into the studio. He spoke in the same rough accent as Sway, so fast she could hardly him. "Sway," he panted, "I got bad news."



"Talk to me, Knocks." Sway stood and trotted over to him.



"I-it's Foxtrot, she's real sick! Doc says she's gonna need a couple days' bedrest before she's better."



"Aw, fewmets." Sway ran a hoof through his mane. "For serious? We got a show tonight! Ain't nopony else knows the routine like her!"



Knocks shook his head. "It's real bad, bro, I'm sorry. Maybe you could get Gingersnap or, Lemon Cream..."



Sway scowled and made a guttural noise, stalking in a circle. He stopped on the second revolution, staring at Chryssy as if he'd forgotten she was there.



"Chryssy." He took a few steps towards her. "We been practicin' the routine Foxtrot and I usually do. Do you..." He slapped himself. "Sweet Celestia, I can't believe I'm even sayin' this."



"I'll do it!" she shouted, standing and smiling as she realized what she'd said. "I'll do it, Sway! I'll overcome those obstacles like you said, and we can do the routine, a-and I'll even take on Foxtrot's shape so nopony knows the difference!" She did just that, then turned back, as Knocks stared at her.



Sway gave a sharp laugh, looking between the two of them. Then he trotted over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Atta princess! You're a peach! Listen, take a break, go have some lunch, I gotta go check on Foxtrot. When I get back, you and me are goin' through the wringer."



He laughed again, grasped her hoof, then charged off after Knocks, leaving her alone in the studio.



"The 'wringer?' I have a feeling I didn't plan this out too well..."








The "wringer," as it turned out, was four hours of nonstop dancing. She'd fallen more times than she could count, but every time, she envisioned a wall breaking down in front of her, and got up to do it again. She ignored the shouting, knowing he was just worried about his job. But after an impromptu gloating with two of her sisters, Chryssy was feeling strangely good about the whole thing. That feeling vanished when she met Sway backstage.



The lights were awfully dim. How was she supposed to see her hooves? Not to mention Foxtrot's body was uncomfortable, made worse thanks to the white dress clinging like moss to her sides. She missed her wings. And there were rather a lot of ponies out there, in the darkness, just waiting to run their gleaming eyes all over her stolen body.



She barely managed to stifle a shriek when Sway put his hoof on her shoulder.



"Don't chicken out on me now, Chryssy," he said in hushed tones. "You know the routine, just follow my lead and it'll be over before you know it. Okay?"



She swallowed. "O-okay."



"Obstacles, not walls," he said, and moved out onto the stage. "C'mon, that's our cue."



She did her best to swallow her fear and joined him.



They swept around the stage, smiling at the audience, and then they began to dance. She pushed through the obstacles.



The dance was graceful, but it was technical. They would flow one way, stop, and flow the other without ever missing the beat. She placed her hooves where they needed to be. She let him lead her through the tune, and put on flourishes a half beat after him. It made them look like a moving sculpture. Her smile widened.



The song was nearly over; she recognized this swell. He crossed to the other side of the stage and knelt down. She turned, sweeping her hoof, and ran at him.



That was when the camera flashed, right in her eyes. She blinked and teetered, nearly losing her balance. Worst of all, she stopped. Sway's smile grew plastic.



"Do the lift!" he hissed through his clenched teeth. She nodded ever so slightly, took a step back, and...



"Boo! Boooo!"



The voice sounded strangely like Nympha's. Thinking about her sister threw Chryssy completely. She rushed to him and they simply embraced. With taut expressions, they finished the last few steps, turned, and bowed. The audience applauded. Chryssy was very happy when Sway pulled her back behind the curtain.



"Sway, I'm sorry, I--"



"No, don't apologize." He ran a hoof through his mane. "You done good, they liked it, we're the only ones who know what it was supposed to look like."



"Not the only ones!"



They whirled to find Cellar Keg behind them, tapping his hoof.



"I have to say, that was one of the most disgraceful displays I have ever seen, Noble Sway. And you, Foxtrot! I'd heard you were sick!"



Chryssy opened her mouth, but Sway stepped in front of her.



"It's my fault, Mister Keg. I convinced her to dance even though she was sick."



Cellar Keg nodded, his eyes wide. "I should say it's your fault! I put up with a lot of horseapples from you, and I expect perfection! The audience expects perfection!"



"Well, they liked it," Chryssy mumbled, earning a glare from Sway.



Cellar drew in a deep breath. "Yes. Yes, I suppose they did. But at Cellar Keg's, quality is our priority. See that you uphold it in the future, or the quality of your paycheck might decrease!" He turned and stomped off, pausing after two steps. "And find a healthier dance partner before the next show!" With that, he fumed out.



Chryssy waited until he was gone before dropping her disguise. The dress hung limply over her frame. Her head drooped. "I'm sorry, Sway."



"It's okay, Chryssy," he said, his voice tight. "You did really good. Stayed on your hooves and everything. It wasn't perfect, but I'm proud of ya."



"You mean it?" She sniffed.



"Well, yeah." He chuckled and they moved toward the rear exit. "I mean, yesterday you could barely walk without tripping, and tonight? You went through that routine like a pro."



"I didn't do the lift." She avoided his gaze, shame-faced.



"It don't matter. Cellar Keg gets twitchy this time of year." He lifted her chin and fixed her with an intense gaze. "Listen, you ain't the one that works for him. What he said? Just let it flow over ya."



Chryssy sighed. "Well, I'm still sorry Foxtrot got sick."



He shrugged. "Ain't your fault neither. Hey, listen, I'm gonna go say hi to her, you wanna come?"



She shook her head.



"All right. Catch you later, Chryssy."



She watched him go, feeling something tug at her, but unwilling to follow it. Once he was out of sight, she scowled at the dress. Its limpness mocked her, reminding her that she wasn't even as pretty as a pony. She was halfway out of it when she heard hooves on the floor and turned toward them.



"Sway?"



"Hardly."



Her breath caught in her throat as she faced her four sisters. They smiled at her mockingly.



"Quite the little screwup you are," Diurna said. "If Cellar Keg finds out what you did, ooh, I don't think you'll be going anywhere except home in a hurry."



"I didn't do anything," Chryssy protested. "I was helping Sway."



"Sway, Sway!" Nympha said, mocking her. "After tonight, he won't want anything to do with you!"



"He's my friend! He said he was proud of me!"



"Kind lies from a kind pony." Hedylie licked her lips. "Just wait until he learns what the doctor found out about his beloved dance partner."



Somethin icy clawed its way into Chryssy's stomach. "F-found out?"



"Drained of love," Diurna purred. "By changeling magic."



Nympha gave her a wicked grin. "And it'll be no problem convincing him that you were the one who did it."



"But I was with him all day!"



Pierida laughed. "Yeah, but Hedylie did such a good job on that pony, she won't be able to tell one changeling from another."



"What?"



Hedylie's eyes bugged out. Nympha smacked her forehead. Diurna made a slashing motion across her throat at Pierida, who blundered on.



"Yeah, they're all gonna think you seduced and drained her so you could have Sway all to yourself!" She laughed. "It's gonna be... What, why is everyone looking at me?"



Hedylie swarmed over Pierida, grabbing her throat. "You've said too much, you oaf!"



Pierida paled. "B-but I thought we were showing our hoof early, like Mom said!"



Diurna drew a hoof down her face. "Not that much. You show enough to gloat, not give the jig up!"



"Sisters, she's getting away!" Nympha took to the air and the other three scrambled after her, piling up in the doorway and getting stuck. "I told you not to eat so much, you hog!"



"I've just got a big exoskeleton!" Pierida protested.



Diurna screeched.



Chryssy had a big head start, but in the crowd of ponies exiting the dining hall, she stood out. If she changed form, the flash would give her away. But if there was one thing she had learned after a lifetime of being the second-youngest and out and out scrawniest of her sisters, it was how to evade them. She didn't really want to do this, but Nympha was right on her tail.



She took a deep breath and farted.



Well, the ponies nearby her thought that was what she had done, anyway, pinching their noses and groaning. After they'd breathed in a lungful or two of her pheromones, however, their looks of disgust were replaced by starry-eyed bliss. All it would take a little push.



"Look at that little cutie!" she squealed, pointing the nearest pony at Nympha. Her sister was but a few body lengths away when half a dozen ponies swarmed her, moaning in pleasure and whispering dirty things in her ear. Nympha shrieked as the pile of amorous equines pulled her out of the sky.



"I'll get you, Chryssy!"



Chryssy was already gone.



The sky opened up as she pounded the turf between the chateau and the staff sleeping quarters. She nearly ran headfirst into Hard Knocks, stopping short only because of her recent dance training.



"Knocks, where's Foxtrot's cabin?" She panted, out of breath.



"Uh... Number eleven, why?"



"Thanks!" She took off again, leaving the earth pony muttering about "crazy changelings."



When she reached the cabin, the light was on. Sway stood as she appeared in the doorway, panting and sopping wet. In the bed lay Foxtrot, dazed and muttering. The doctor pony, another unicorn, stood also.



"What's the meaning of this?"



Sway closed the distance to the door. "Chryssy, what's up?"



"It is my fault," she gasped. "Foxtrot... my sisters..."



"Hey, hey, easy now. Take a deep breath." He led her inside, grabbing a towel for her. "Tell me, in small words."



Chryssy gulped in air before answering. "My sisters. Drained Foxtrot of love. They were trying to get to me. I had to tell you before rumors spread."



The doctor's glasses fell from his face, saved from the floor only by the chain around his neck. "Good heavens, so it is true!"



Sway eyed her. "I don't get it. Your sisters did this?"



She nodded. "Hedylie seduced her and drained her."



"But why?"



"All my life, we've always fought." She sat down, swiping the towel over her eyes. "Whoever's the victor becomes queen. So we plot and we scheme, and we try to kill each other, and our mother, constantly. But they've never ganged up on me like this before. I'm scared, Sway. I could be in real danger."



Sway nodded to the doctor, who sat back down. He put a hoof around her and looked into her eyes.



"So you're tellin' me your crazy sisters doped my friend and almost killed her, just to make you look bad?"



She nodded, afraid of what he might say next.



Sway's eyes closed and he took in a deep breath. "All right, Chryssy, now you listen to me. That talent contest is in two days, which means we got two days to practice. Win it, and you beat them, right?"



She nodded again.



"Okay. You and me, we're gonna dance like we never danced before. I'm gonna do everything in my power to make you win that contest, and we're gonna get your sisters back for what they did to Foxtrot. Capiche?"



"Capiche." She had no idea what that meant. "But... why do you care about my sisters?"



He closed his eyes. "I know what it's like, not bein' loved. Us alicorns, we used to live in harmony with the other pony tribes: earth, pegasus, unicorn, crystal and night. Then one day, someponies decided they didn't like us no more. Oh sure, the Princesses of the Sun and Moon, they're great. They make day and night, so they get to rule over everything." He chuckled wryly. "But a Prince of Dance? Don't really need one o' those. So they took away our domains, made us obsolete. Now there's just a hoofful of us left, besides Celestia and Luna. When I said we was a dyin' breed, I meant it."



He looked back over at Foxtrot and the doctor, who weren't paying attention.



"Chryssy, when I look at you, I don't see a princess or even a changeling. I see a scared filly who's had a rough deal in life." He stroked her mane gently. "Call me a sucker for hard-luck cases, but I wanna help that filly. And if that means beatin' her evil sisters at a dance contest, then by my sister's mane, that's what I'm gonna do. You with me?"



"Y-yeah," she mumbled, staring up at him.



"I said are you with me, Chryssy?" he shouted, grasping her shoulders with both hooves.



She caught his infectious enthusiasm and grinned. "I'm with you!"



"Then let's do this!"








"No, no, no!"



Chryssy kicked the phonograph stand. Sway was just barely able to keep it from breaking up with his magic.



"Whoa, take it easy!"



She growled and stomped her hoof. "I'm not getting it! I'll never be good enough!"



"Hey, hey." He circled around her, touching her side gently. "Just calm down, you know that ain't true."



She wrinkled her nose. "This is just the same old same old, Sway. You saw the audience last night. They'll applaud for any old thing. But I need something fresh, something new! If I want to win..." She paused, looking up at him. "I need to dance like you did, that first night!"



He blinked. "Whattaya mean?"



She pressed her chest against his, lifting a hoof to the back of his head. "That dance I saw at the party." Waggling her hips, she pushed him backward. "I'd never seen anything like it, but I know it's the key I need to win this contest. Not just beating my sisters, winning the whole thing." She drew her face close to his. "Can you teach me, Sway?" She grinned slightly as he flushed.



"Uh, I... Yeah, I guess. But Mister Keg's gonna be mad when he finds out..."



"Then we'll just have to be... confident." She grabbed his head and turned it to they were nose to nose. "Won't we?"



"Yeah. Confident." He grinned, lopsided, and took a step back from her. "C'mon. Get up on your hind legs."



That was, of course, easier said than done, and for a few minutes, Chryssy felt like she was back at day one, falling all over herself. But with his help, she was able to balance. He wrapped a leg around her waist and drew her close.



"The secret to this dance," he began, "is there ain't no secret. Do what you wanna. Let go, don't let nothin' hold you back, or you're gonna look like a bird."



She nodded, removing the band holding her mane back in its ponytail. "Nothing holding me back, got it. Uh, Sway?"



He was staring at her. "I, uh..." He cleared his throat. "That's a good look on you."



She grinned. "Thanks!"



"All right, let's just... give it a try." He swapped records and started up the phonograph. "Just listen to the music, close your eyes, let it flow through you, and do whatever comes naturally."



What came naturally wasn't just dancing, it was moving, feeling, until their hearts beat for one another. There was nothing physical physical about it, yet it was nonetheless carnal.



They kept doing what came naturally until an "Uh..." came from the doorway. The music stopped and so did they, staring at Hard Knocks, who in turn stared at them.



"That's the last time I come in here for no reason," he mumbled, before turning, stiff-legged, and leaving.



Clearing their throats, they disengaged from one another, looking pointedly at the walls.



"I should, uh," she said.



"Yeah, me too," he said.



And so they did.








"Be on your best behavior, Chrysalis, dear."



Her mother had called her over to her table to give that cryptic remark and wave her off again. Chryssy could only wonder about the vague grin tugging at the corners of her mouth.



Backstage, the nervous concierge gave all the participants their order in the day's proceedings. The five changelings were performing in the middle of the lineup, with Chryssy last among them.



She was just wondering when Sway would get there when she felt a rough hoof on her shoulder.



"Sway...?"



She spun around only to get a hoof in the face. She grunted and fell to the ground, clutching her nose. Behind the hoof was Diurna, glaring furiously. Hedylie, Pierida and Nympha joined her. Their scowls could have cut steel.



"W-what are you--"



"You," Diurna snarled. "Because of you, we're on thin ice with mother."



"Someone let out what we did," Nympha said, glowering.



Chryssy tried her best to return their glares. "That was Pierida's fault! Take it out on her!"



"We already have," Hedylie said, her voice dangerously neutral.



Pierida muscled her way past the others. "Now it's your turn!" She kicked Chryssy in the jaw, knocking her backward.



Remembering she had wings, Chryssy tried to escape them, but they pursued. Hemming her in, they pushed her into the backstage corner.



"You have always been the worst of us, Chrysalis," Diurna said, breathing hard. "It's time we put you in your place once and for all!"



The blows rained down.



Unable to overpower her sisters physically, Chryssy tried to fight back with her magic. Though she got in a few good hits of her own, Diurna and Hedylie were able to overpower it, and Nympha and Pierida got in solid bodyblows. Chryssy could feel parts of her shifting that shouldn't be. She closed her eyes; this was really the end.



"Knock it off!"



Just when she thought she was a goner, a flash bright enough to see it through her eyelids brought the assault to a standstill. She cracked open one eye, the other being too puffy, and saw her sisters suspended in a dark green magical glow. Behind them, eyes ablaze, was Noble Sway.



"I may be a washed up prince workin' his flank off for pocket change, but I am still an alicorn!"



With a burst of power, he flung the four changelings shrieking through the stage exit door. He collapsed to one knee, panting.



"Nopony puts Chryssy in a corner."



Fast as she could, Chryssy was at his side, holding him.



"You're so brave!"



He laughed weakly. "It was nothin'. Just wish I was the alicorn of somethin' a little more powerful, y'know?" He tilted her chin up gently and winced. "Look at you... I can't believe your own family would do somethin' like this." Taking a deep breath, he said, "D'you think you can dance still?"



She shook her head. "I don't know. Maybe. It hurts."



He nodded slowly. "Chryssy, over the last couple days, I've, uh... I've kinda gotten to like you. A lot."



"I know," she said, stroking his face and smiling. "I'm a changeling, remember?"



"Oh yeah..."



"I feel the same way about you, I think," she whispered.



"Chryssy..." His gaze roamed over her, and his expression hardened slowly. "Take my love. Use it to heal yourself, make yourself stronger, whatever. Just go out there and dance your little heart out, okay?"



Her hoof flew to her mouth. "But Sway, you strained yourself fighting off my sisters! If I drain you now, you could end up worse than Foxtrot!"



He chuckled. "Just don't overdo it, okay? I trust you. I'll watch from here, promise."



She hesitated for a long moment. Then, slowly, she touched the tip of her horn to his and fed on his love. Her cracks and bruises healed instantly. She felt stronger, more alert. Only when he gasped did she remember herself and stop feeding.



She had fed on love before, of course, but something about it being freely given invigorated her in ways she'd never thought possible. Like lust, it was intoxicating, yet it also nourishing.



"I'll do it, Sway," she said, rising. "I'm gonna win this thing!"



"Go get 'em, kid," he said, voice weak.



Wincing, she gently lifted him and turned him around so he could see. She planted a kiss on his forehead, and strode onstage. The pegasus accordionist who had been performing gaped at her before being hip-checked off stage.



"Excuse me, Your Highness," said the concierge through chattering teeth, "but this is highly irregular."



"Irregular nothing," Chryssy said, feeling a rush of adrenaline as she asserted herself. "Princesses get what they want. Hit it!"



The pony at the soundboard hesitated, then started up the song she'd picked. It was energetic and hip, and above all sexy. She started to dance.



She shook her hips. She crawled across the stage. She poured herself over every prop that had been left up there. The whole time, she kept her eyes on the audience. They ate it up.



Then someone shouted, "Hey! That's our dance!" and before she knew it, the house staff ponies had paired up and were dancing in the aisles, grinding and churning against one another. They got the audience in on it, too, switching off partners willy-nilly, even the blind old mares.



Chryssy turned to stage left and beckoned to Sway. He hoisted himself up, looking suddenly more fit than he had, and pranced out to join her. They moved as one, around, through and all over one another as the music played and played.



The only pony who was not enjoying the lurid display was Cellar Keg, sputtering to Queen Io.



"What is the meaning of this? Are you seeing this, Io, because I certainly can't believe my eyes! It's that no good alicorn, I'm sure of it! He's corrupted your daughter! Why, when I get my hooves on him, I'll--"



Io silenced him with a band of magic around his muzzle.



"I told her," she said, calmly and slowly, "to be on her best behavior." Releasing him, she smiled. "That's my girl."








The dancing lasted long into the night, the talent contest forgotten. By the end of it, everypony had loosened up, had the time of their lives, and possibly become pregnant. Sway and Chryssy had snuck off in the middle of it, however, after she whispered something in his ear. They went down to the water's edge, the moon reflecting off the calm waves of the cold mountain lake.



"I can't believe it's only been four days," Sway said, holding her close. "You're like a completely different person than when I first met you."



"I feel like a different person," she said, tracing the lines of his face. "Thank you, Sway. Thank you so much, for everything. I love you."



"I love you too, Chryssy."



She giggled. "It's Chrysalis."



He laughed. "Chrysalis, then."



The wind ruffled his mane, like fire against the night sky. She gazed into his eyes, and the passion that she had been holding back those four days burst forth at long last. He leaned in, eyes closed, lips pursed. She extended her mandibles, her face splitting into four parts, and bit into him. He shouted and screamed wordlessly into her mouth as she slowly consumed his head. The screams eventually stopped, and when she was done, she shuddered in ecstasy. His body performed similarly, twitching, spasming, and falling off the dock to be swallowed by the murky waters below.



She belched and smiled, looking up at the moon and licking the blood off her face with her long forked tongue.



Then a shadow of doubt crossed her face.



"Oh, fewmets," she huffed, crossing her forelegs and pouted at the water. "I was supposed to mate with him first!



"I really need to work on planning things out."
      

      
   
      Through Glass


      

      
      
         It was the mare’s poise that caught Rarity’s eye. The unicorn stood out even amongst the grand designs of the Carousel Boutique. She belonged here, this mare, in a way no other pony ever could. The thought brought a smile to Rarity’s face even as she pretended not to watch her through the glass in the back of the store.



The mare’s attention seemed to be fixed on the hats she had out on display. All of the hats were marvelous, of course, but not every hat was appropriate for every occasion. One could hardly wear a derby hat around Ponyville every day, after all. Bonnets were an option, of course, but added ten years to the age of any mare under forty; hardly an ideal form of headdress for a beautiful young mare. Berets were hardly the kind of hat to impress around Ponyville; most ponies here would not appreciate a good beret if they saw one. But then, they did not know silk from toile.



A slouch hat? Rarity watched as the unicorn pulled one down with her magic, looking it over for a moment before setting the hat with the folded brim atop her elegantly coiffed mane. She hesitated, then reached up with one hoof to set it askew. It was beautiful, perfect; any pony with eyes would find them drawn to her.



But Rarity knew the look the pony wore. It was the look of a pony who found precisely what they wanted, but not what they needed right now. That hat was perfect, but there were times when perfection simply wouldn’t do. It was practically a crime for such perfection to go unappreciated, but she knew that it would. After all, a diamond in the rough was nothing more than a sparkle in mud. Reluctantly, the pony lit up her horn, and the hat floated off her head to return to its place alongside the others.



If perfection wouldn’t do, what did she need? Rarity’s eyes wandered over the hats. The cartwheel hats were marvelous, with their splendidly wide brims, but if a slouch hat was too much, a cartwheel hat would be no better. A shako? Now how did that get there? No, that belonged with the costumes, not on the hat rack. What had she been thinking?



The pony turned round, drawing Rarity’s attention back to the glass as the unicorn’s magic tugged another hat onto her head. A sun hat, of course! Perfect! Not too sophisticated for Ponyville, but not so plain as to be unfashionable. Oh, but which one? There were dozens. True, one could not go wrong with a sun hat – well, not with her sun hats – but there were so many to choose from, and only one would be perfect.



The one with amethyst? Rarity’s ears fell as pony returned the hat to the rack; she was quite fond of that one. Or perhaps the wide-brimmed one in yellow? It was beautiful, but clearly, the garden’s worth of flowers was just too much for her.



Rarity watched the mare go through hat after hat. At first, each hat found its way back to the rack, perfect in its place, but soon the mare grew impatient, ripping the hats off the rack and tossing them to the side as they failed to appease her. This one was too plain; this one, too large; this one, too flowery. This one…



Rarity’s eyes lit up as the mare stopped, gazing at herself in the mirror. It seemed she had what she was looking for. The slouch hat had been perfect; this one was less than that, and at the same time so much more so. Sure, that had had been perfect for Canterlot, for a party where they sipped the finest chardonnay, but this was a hat which could be worn around Ponyville. It was eye-catching, but not gaudy. It would stick in the mind and draw the eye, but not seem like it was trying too hard. 



Simple, yet beautiful, it was the perfect hat for Ponyville. It was a good thing she had replaced the flower in the band this morning on impulse; its vibrant petals were flush with color and full of life. And the scent! Oh, she could practically smell it, the sweet hint of fresh flowers it would lend its wearer as a sort of natural perfume. Rarity clapped her hooves together as the mare glanced up at the brim of the hat, then looked over and met Rarity’s gaze through the glass. Rarity nodded her head, and the mare smiled.



But what could possibly accompany it? Rarity’s eyes flicked across the store. True, many ponies in Ponyville went au naturel, but that would never do for a mare like this. No, it would be a waste to allow such beauty, such elegance, to go uncomplemented. But what to wear? Nothing too fancy, of course; perhaps a simple sun dress, to go with her hat? Yes, that would be perfect. Perhaps something yellow and white, to go with her coat.



Rarity rubbed her chin as one of her dresses floated over to the mare, wrapping itself around her shoulders. A clasp floated up from the hanger the dress had been resting on, the gilded hook latching into the dress and holding it in place. The mare peered into the mirror as Rarity’s eyes narrowed. It was almost right, but it needed something else. Something more.



As if reading her mind, a simple pink sash floated over and wrapped itself around the mare’s chest, tying itself off behind her with a gigantic flourish. That mare certainly knew how to… to…



Rarity sighed. It was too much. It would be perfect for some sort of get-together in Manehattan, but here, in Ponyville, almost anything would call attention to itself. True, the hat would do that on its own, but in conjunction with the sun dress, the pony would look terribly out of place. No, it just would not do.



The mare seemed to agree, her ears falling as her horn lit up, the sash untying itself, the dress returning to its place. But what could she do now? Clearly, she was trying to impress somepony, but it was equally clear that she didn’t want to be too obvious about it. That clasp had looked nice, though. Perhaps just a necklace…



Yes, that was it! Rarity beamed as the mare’s horn lit up once more, a golden necklace with a brilliantly cut amethyst jewel set into its heart wrapping itself around her neck. Not too little, not too much, it complemented the hat without drawing too much attention away from the mare herself. That would do nicely.



The mare nodded her head sharply in satisfaction. Reaching her hooves up to adjust her hat again, the mare began to walk away from the mirror before she glanced over her shoulder and met Rarity’s eyes through the glass.



Those eyes. How had Rarity not noticed them before? They were like the clearest glass, reflecting the light of the world around them, shimmering even in the muted light of her shop. Forget the hat; nopony who saw eyes like that would ever be able to look away from them. Anyone who saw them would be enraptured by her gaze, trapped forever, their heart stolen away.



The mare smiled sultrily, ducking her head slightly as she half-lidded her eyes. Rarity felt a thrill go through her, starting at her neck and travelling down into the core of her body, warming her even as she mimicked the gesture. Two could play at that game.



The two ponies both sauntered towards the glass that separated them, their bodies swaying perfectly in time with one another as they approached one another, never breaking eye contact. Few mares could catch her eye; true, there had been one or two, but nothing like this. Such beauty, such perfection… Rarity couldn’t help but shiver, and saw the other mare do the same.



The two mares looked at each other, their eyes roaming over each other’s bare coats. Rarity knew now more than ever that the mare had been right to discard that dress; covering such sumptuous flesh with mere cloth, what had she been thinking? Rarity lifted her hoof, posing for the other mare, giving her a superior look that the mare mimicked. She only held the pose for a moment before giggling; how silly they must look, posing together like that.



“My, my,” Rarity said, tilting her head to the side coyly, “What is it that brought you to my boutique? Surely you didn’t come here just to see little old me?”



The mare’s lips moved soundlessly, the glass holding back any sound they might have made, but Rarity didn’t need to hear her words to know what she was saying.



“Oh, nonsense. I’ve seen the look you were wearing many times; you are trying to impress someone.”



The mare blushed, her lips moving again.



“You don’t want to say who? Well, no matter. Though I think that whoever it is doesn’t deserve you; that hat is beautiful, but what kind of pony wouldn’t notice you even without it?”



The mare’s eyes flickered, and her ears fell slightly, her playful expression slipping; Rarity could feel her own falling away as well as she sighed.



“I’m sorry. You’re right; just because they haven’t noticed you yet doesn’t mean that they won’t if you put in a little extra effort. With an outfit like that, they’re sure to notice you.”



The mare’s ears perked up as she smiled again, her mouth moving silently once more.



“Of course they will, darling. I did, after all.” Rarity purred those last few words, batting her eyelashes at the mare.



The mare’s blush deepened as she replied, her horn lighting up as the flowers from the vase Rarity kept in the front of the boutique floated up next to the glass.



“Pour moi?” Rarity asked, her cheeks flushed as she smiled. Sure, they were her flowers, but it was the gesture that counted, was it not?



The mare nodded as Rarity leaned forward, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath; despite the glass between her and them, she could feel their scent filling her lungs. “Oh my. Fresh cut this morning, unless I miss my guess.” She giggled loudly at her own joke, and as she opened her eyes, she could see the mare on the other side was doing the same.



“My, my, this is unexpected.” Rarity leaned in closer to the glass until her horn lightly tapped against the surface, the other mare doing the same as they lost themselves in each other’s eyes. “Mmm, why, I’m half-tempted to steal you away for myself.”



The mare spoke again, pressing her snout forward until her breath fogged the glass, lips scant inches away from Rarity’s own as she fluttered her eyes sultrily.



“Oh, really? Well, then—”



“Rarity, what the hay are you doing?”



Rarity squeaked loudly, jerking her face away from the glass, her cheeks burning. “Applejack! What are you doing here?”



“Uh, came to pick you up for the picnic, remember?” Applejack hefted a wicker basket in one hoof.



“Why didn’t you knock?”



“I did knock. Three times. Ya might have heard me if you weren’t so caught up in… what were you doin’, anyhow?”



“Oh, nothing,” Rarity said, fluffing her mane with her hoof.



Applejack glanced from Rarity back to the glass, her eyes narrowing before she smirked. “Well I’ll be. Finally found somepony who was up to your standards, huh?”



“I don’t quite follow.”



“Oh, I ‘spect you know exactly what I’m sayin’. You were flirtin’ with the prettiest pony in all of Ponyville, weren’t you?”



 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Rarity looked away.



“Uh huh.” Applejack’s eyes fell to the floor. “Are those… flowers?”



Rarity’s face was on fire as her horn lit up, grasping the flowers and replacing them in their vase. “Yes. I just thought I would freshen up the boutique. You know how nice they smell.”



“Sure do.” Applejack tapped her chin with her hoof. “But I wonder how they ended up over there.”



“I was just… rearranging things.”



Applejack laughed. “Well, whatever you say, sugar cube.” Her eyes flicked back to the glass. “I can leave y’all alone if you’d like.”



“Oh hush.” Rarity pouted, turning her face away as she crossed her hooves across her chest.



“Aw, I’m just teasin’.”



Rarity blinked as Applejack’s hoof touched her shoulder.



“Don’t worry. It’s kinda cute.”



“Whatever do you mean?” Rarity asked archly.



“Nothin’.” Applejack glanced over towards the door. “You ready?”



Rarity bobbed her head.



“Let’s get goin’ then.” Applejack grabbed the picnic basket in her mouth, taking a few steps towards the door before setting it down. “By the way, nice hat. It looks good on ya.”



Rarity couldn’t stop herself from grinning. “Why, thank you.”



Applejack clicked her tongue, flashing Rarity a wink before she bent down to retrieve the basket.



Turning back to the glass, Rarity lifted a hoof to straighten out her necklace before slowly returning it to the floor. Bracing herself, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as her straightened. When her eyes sprung open again, the other mare had returned, her eyes sparkling with confidence once more.



“You comin’?”



“Of course.” Giving one final glance at herself in the mirror, Rarity lifted her head up high before she trotted out the door.
      

      
   
      Time Off


      

      
      
         The three ponies crowded behind the door to the audience hall. “Must we do this?” Luna asked.

	

	“Of course not, Your Highness,” the shaggy grey pony answered. At this close range, he had to strain his neck to look up at the Lunar Princess. “You could tell them your sister is dead. Or you could tell them it’s none of their business. Or you could tell them nothing at all.”

	

	“Dotted!” Twilight protested. “You know we can’t do any of those things.”

	

	Luna nodded her agreement. “Thoughts which, when girded round by a counsellor’s chain we may call circumspection, the weight of a crown turns to cowardice.” She blinked. “I mean no slight on thy honour. ‘Tis honorable to fit thy station.”

	

	“Thank you, Your Highness,” Dotted Line muttered.

	

	“Well,” Twilight said, “it’s show time.” She pushed the door open and walked through. Luna wrinkled her nose irritably, then followed.

	

	“Break a leg,” Dotted said, and closed the door behind her.

	

	


	

	The hall was full of ponies. The first three rows of seats were lined with the nobility. They wore faces of polite boredom in between their covert glances at each other, each trying to look like they were in the know while identifying the ponies who really were in the know. Behind them crowded the press, leaning up against the red rope and the guards separating them from the nobility, bristling with an intimidating array of microphones, tripods, cameras, and notepads.

	

	Luna and Twilight stepped in front of the three thrones and faced the crowd until the hubbub died down. Then, slowly and deliberately, Luna sat in the center throne, setting off another round of murmuring and a barrage of flashbulbs, while Twilight settled into the one to her right.

	

	“We know well your love for our absent sister,” Luna began when the hall was quiet. “We would not add to your burden with leaden uncertainty, were we ourselves not doubly so weighed down.”

	

	One by one, the heads in the audience turned to Twilight.

	

	“She means, we don’t know where Celestia is,” Twilight said. Gasps echoed about the hall. Several of the less-disciplined of the nobility gave away their ignorance by sudden eyebrow movements.

	

	Luna frowned. “Our sister departed,” she continued, “on her own hooves, on her own purposes. We tarried long, abiding our ignorance out of respect for her years and wisdom. But while duty first opposed our affections’ prompting, the passage of time has swung it ‘round from east to west, and love and duty now call to us from a single point of the compass. So have we resolved that our youngest sister, Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Friendship, Element of Magic, shall venture forth, even on the morrow, to match wit, magic, and fate against whatsoever would separate us from our beloved sister.”

	

	Two dozen pens froze above two dozen notebooks.

	

	“We’re starting to get worried, so I’m going to look for her tomorrow,” Twilight said. The pens descended and scribbled vigorously.

	

	Luna coughed. She scanned the room slowly, looking press and noblepony alike in the eye. Then she sighed.

	

	“Are there any questions?” she asked.

	

	The reporters squeezed up against each other’s shoulders, shoving their microphones out in front of them, though they were still thirty feet away. “Princess Twilight! Princess Twilight!”

	

	“Yes, um… Horse Voice, is it?” Twilight said.

	

	Luna snorted, and ignored the reporters as thoroughly as they ignored her. They hardly noticed when, two minutes later, she got up and left the room.

	

	


	

	Fifteen minutes later, Twilight shut the door behind her once more.

	

	“Where’s Luna?” she asked Dotted Line.

	

	“Probably in the last place you would look for her, Your Highness.”

	

	“Oh? And where’s that?”

	

	“I don’t know. But I expect, begging your pardon, that she does.”

	

	Twilight sighed. “You know, this is all difficult enough, without her always…” She looked away.

	

	“Making it more difficult?”

	

	“Yes. I mean, I thought she just needed time. Six months. A year. Two years. It’s been five years since Celestia vanished, and things between us are worse than ever. And her Equinish keeps reverting further back in time. Soon I’m going to have to study Cranmare just to understand her.”

	

	Dotted shook his head. “Five years isn’t much to Princess Luna, I’m afraid. I’m amazed she’s handling it this well, Princess. Think about it. She’s Celestia’s sister. Been a princess for two thousand years. But when Celestia wanted to take a vacation, she waited until you got your wings.”

	

	“That’s ridiculous. That was just coincidence. She trusts Luna absolutely.”

	

	“I can only say, Your Highness, that an unusual number of coincidences take place around Celestia.”

	

	Twilight peered down the hallway at the other end of the antechamber, as if the Lunar Princess might be hiding behind one of the statues. “So what should I do?”

	

	“Find her and talk to her. Or don’t. It doesn’t really matter. She’ll still be angry, and she’ll still see you off tomorrow.”

	

	“I won’t find Celestia, you know,” Twilight said. “If she really doesn’t want to be found.”

	

	“I expect not, Your Highness.”

	

	“I don’t even know if I should try. She said not to. It was literally the only instructions she left for us. ‘Don’t look for me.’”

	

	“Yes, well, she knew you’d look sooner or later,” Dotted said. “She probably just wanted to slow you down. But as things are now, you’ve got to go and give Luna a chance to rule by herself.”

	 

	“Oh.” Twilight nodded. “So she’ll learn that she’s just as good at it without me.”

	

	“No, begging your pardon again, Your Highness,” Dotted said. “So she’ll learn that she isn’t.”

	

	


	

	Twilight finally found Luna in the wine cellar, which was lit only by a single lantern near the entrance. It was, in fact, the last place she looked.

	

	“So,” Luna said from a dark corner, her mane shimmering faintly in the shadows. “You found me.”

	

	“It’s my last night here,” Twilight said.

	

	“I expect I shall miss you,” Luna said without turning around. She bent forward, blew the dust off a bottle, and began to inspect the label.

	

	Twilight stepped toward her. “I’m sorry about the press conference. I didn’t mean to upstage you. I really didn’t know what else to do! They were all shouting at me, and—”

	

	“Cease your braying, youngling,” Luna snapped. “Think you my mood hinges on the opinions of petty scribblers?”

	

	Twilight fell back.

	

	Luna stepped out of the shadows. “You are the author of my unhappiness, and of our present danger,” she said. “Go, seek my sister. You will not find her. You could not find her in this castle, nay, in this room, if she did not wish it.”

	

	“Please, Luna,” Twilight said, taking another step back. “I don’t understand. Why have you been you so cold to me since Celestia left? What did I do to you?”

	

	Luna lowered her head and thrust it forward, bring the tip of her horn dangerously close. “Not to me, but to my sister!”

	

	“What… what did I do? Tell me!”

	

	Luna narrowed her eyes at Twilight. “Mayhap I will. It is only out of mercy to you that I have not.” She began to pace in a circle. “Truly, I do you wrong. I am more to blame. I knew, and saw it not. She fooled us both, but only I could have foreseen—” She stopped. “Though you should have realized it by now! So clever with magic, yet blind when you yourself are the proof. Where did your alicorn magic come from?”

	

	Twilight took a deep breath. “From the spell. Starswirl’s spell, it—”

	

	Luna neighed derisively. “Cease your prattling. Go, look for my sister. Let us both pretend, while we yet can, that she is separated from us only by such distance as yardsticks can measure.”

	

	But Twilight stood there, gazing at Luna in amazement. Luna pushed up against her, then dropped her head and pushed her muzzle up against Twilight’s neck. It was wet with tears.

	

	“Go,” she whispered. “Tell her I love her. No matter what.”

	

	Twilight reared back, finally spooked by tears and whispers, and skittered back up the stairs.

	

	“I don’t care if you aren’t an alicorn anymore,” Luna told the darkness. “I just want to see you again.”






	

	Twilight and Spike got off the train in a small town in the eastern provinces. They checked their bags at the station, then exited onto the street and stood there, getting their legs back after the long trip. The town looked just enough like Ponyville to make Twilight smile.

	

	“Where now?” Spike asked.

	

	“Chasing down another tip,” Twilight said. “There’s supposed to be a very tall, very beautiful white unicorn mare in town. A schoolteacher.”

	

	“Huh. Can you imagine Celestia teaching school?”

	

	“Absolutely, Spike. But I know what you mean. It’s both perfect for her, and inconceivable.” She started walking. “I haven’t got an address, just ‘at the end of the road’.”

	

	“We could ask around,” Spike suggested.

	

	“I’d rather not,” Twilight said. She’d left her crown behind at the castle, but the alicorn and the dragon still got a lot of double-takes from passers-by. “I mean, everypony knows I’m looking for Celestia. I don’t want them to think I’m doing it by walking down the street asking for directions.”

	

	“So you’ll do it by walking down the street not asking directions.”

	

	“Exactly.”

	

	The town was small enough that “the road” was unambiguous. Which end of it was not. Twilight flipped a bit.

	

	“Uphill,” Spike groaned. “Why don’t we just always go downhill?”

	

	“Because this way, Spike, we get to walk back downhill. Anyway, I want to mix a little chance into it. Leave room for a little magic to enter.”

	

	“I thought you said magic was scientific and repeatable.”

	

	Twilight grinned. “I guess I’m hoping for a different kind of magic, Spike.”

	

	They walked along the road until it turned to gravel, then to dirt, and then to a footpath. It petered out just a little ways before a ridgeline, in front of a cottage to their right.

	

	“End of the road,” Spike said. They walked up to it and knocked on the front door.

	

	It creaked open slowly, and a pink-and-white pegasus filly peeked out. She stared at Spike with wide eyes.

	

	“You’re a princess,” the filly said to Twilight. “I can tell because you have wings. And a dragon.”

	

	“That’s right!” Twilight answered. “I’m Princess Twilight. But you can call me Twilight. And this is Spike.”

	

	Spike bowed theatrically. “At your service.”

	

	“Do you bite?”

	

	“Not today,” Spike said. “I just bit yesterday.”

	

	“Spike! Shame on you.” Twilight turned to the filly. “What’s your name?”

	

	“Amaranth,” the filly said.

	

	“Well, Amaranth. I’m looking for a tall, white unicorn mare. Would that be your mother?”

	

	She nodded.

	

	“Could I see her?”

	

	The filly seemed to think this over for a moment. Then she stepped out of the house. “Come on,” she said, and trotted off toward the corner of the house. Twilight looked at Spike, shrugged, and followed her around the corner.

	

	She led them through a broad grassy backyard, ideal for foals to play or graze in, then up a knoll at the back. The top of it looked down a hill, over a wild weedy valley, with a forest beyond. Just past the crest of the knoll was the back of a gravestone.

	

	“Papa says it’s okay to talk to her,” Amaranth said.

	

	“Oh,” Twilight said. She looked at Spike, who was looking down and fumbling with his claws. She raised her head, cleared her throat and spoke loudly toward the stone. “Well. I think you have a very nice daughter, and, um, you lived in a very nice spot. It’s beautiful. I hope you were happy here. I’m sorry I didn’t get here in time to see you.”

	

	She stopped, and realized the filly was giving her a funny look. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

	

	“You’re talking to her tail,” the filly said.

	

	“Oh. I’m sorry. Wait, actually, I’m not. The word ‘headstone’ means that…”

	

	“Twilight,” Spike said.

	

	“Right. Um, I’ll just step around to her front, then.”

	

	She circled around the grave until she stood on the slope below it, with the valley behind her. She leaned forward, trying to make out the writing without risking stepping on the grave.

	

	Sunny Skies


	Wife and mother


	

	Twilight stiffened. “Wife and mother?” She stared at the headstone for several seconds, then turned to the filly. “Did your father write that?”

	

	Amaranth blinked. “Yes.”

	

	“Just three words.”

	

	“That’s what papa said.” Amaranth looked back at the grave. “But that was what she wanted.”

	

	


	

	“So,” Spike said. “Another lead gone cold. Literally.”

	

	Twilight stared out the window of the train, her eyes fixed on the horizon as thickets of red firebush and bright yellow flowering gorse rolled by.

	

	“Bit for your thoughts,” Spike said. “But you’ll have to front me the bit.”

	

	Twilight sighed.

	

	“Yeah,” Spike said, “it’s a shame about the kid.”

	

	“That’s not it,” Twilight said. “I mean, maybe it should be. But it’s those three words. Wife and mother.”

	

	“Yeah?”

	

	Twilight shifted in her seat to look at Spike. “It’s not really remembering her at all. Only what she was to others.”

	

	“Kind of noble, in a way,” Spike said.

	

	“Well, I don’t like it.”

	

	“Yeah,” Spike muttered, “but you’d be fine being remembered as ‘the faithful student.’”

	

	Twilight flushed. “That’s completely different. Being a faithful student to Princess Celestia is a singular and specific enough role that it implies several of the primary dimensions of my personality. Plus, saying you’re Celestia’s student is almost a boast. Whereas saying you’re just somebody’s wife and somebody’s mother is… inappropriately humble.”

	

	Spike snorted and looked down. The train rumbled on across the fields.

	

	Twilight stared out the window again. What kind of friends did that mare have, she wondered, to make her want to think of herself that way?

	

	It must have been a lonely life, she decided.
      

      
   
      The Brightest and the Best


      

      
      
         The ornate domed towers, arched cloisters and fairytale facade of Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns was designed by the architect to impress the outside world with its majestic beauty, and on the inside, to provide a safe and comfortable environment of classrooms, libraries, and spacious gardens, where the students could focus on their studies protected from the distractions of Canterlot city. The main entrance to the school was through an archway made of white stone beautifully carved with pictures of unicorns, trees and flowers, and the school motto: Per Studia ad Amicitia. (Few students had any idea what the old words meant.)



But to gain admission to this academic haven, it was necessary for students to pass a competitive examination. With only a small number of places, the school was heavily oversubscribed. Every year many young unicorn fillies and colts with a love of learning, from all around Equestria, would dream of winning a place. They would sit a written exam to assess their theoretical knowledge of magic, and those who passed this hurdle were invited to the school itself where a panel of examiners would judge their practical magic skills.



Every candidate was given three short examinations by different panels, to help make the process as fair as possible. Hence, on one autumn day every year, the foyer of the school was crowded with nervous little ponies, rushing around, checking schedules, talking with parents, and generally panicking.



“I know I messed up that one,” said a little lavender filly, with tearful eyes, and an untidy indigo, pink and purple mane. “I never thought they would ask me to do a four dimensional metamorphosis. Cadance never said anything about that. And when they asked about the fundamental interactions between unicorn magic and earth spirits, I could only think of five... I know there are more than that... And...”



“Twilight,” said her mother. “You were able to do everything they asked you to. I'm sure you did very well.”



“But I didn't do anything properly,” said Twilight Sparkle, while skim-reading the notes on a set of flashcards orbiting around her head in a pink aura. “And the next test is the final one where they'll ask me something really hard. I've got to get this one right. I need to read some more on the practical limits of infinite incantations.”



She levitated a textbook out of her saddle bag and began flipping through the pages.



“Twilight,” said her mother. “There's a lovely café just across the road. We have half an hour until your final exam. Let's go and get an ice-cream.”



“I can't. I gotta learn this.”



“You can't learn much in thirty minutes,” said her father. “It's better that you try to relax.” With parental authority the two adult ponies led Twilight out of the school doors.



On the other side of the foyer, an ivory unicorn filly with a curly pink mane was sobbing uncontrollably, while her parents tried to comfort her. “I-I couldn't do anything... They-they asked me to arrange the sticks as an octahedron, but I couldn't remember what that was, and my mind just went blank. Then they just asked if I could levitate the sticks, and I should have been able to do it, but I just f-froze up...”



“It's okay Twinkleshine,” said her mother. “It's not the end of the world if you don't get a place. There are lots of other good schools.”



“B-but I really really want to come here. It looks so nice, and I'm sure I'll make friends here.”



Meanwhile in the center of the room, a blue-green filly with a blond mane was confidently spinning an oval hoofball on the tip of her horn.



“I totally aced that one. They'll offer me a place for sure. They'd be mad not to. They'll want a pro like me on the school team.”



She fired the ball at the wall with a high power levitation, then caught it as it bounced off at an angle.



“Hey—catch!” She threw the ball towards Twinkleshine, who froze, staring at the projectile, which hit her square in the face. She burst into tears. Her parents hugged her, while staring at the aggressor with a look of icy hatred, whose elegantly dressed mother and father stood to one side pretending not to notice.



“You certainly should get an offer Sapphire Scrum,” said her mother. “After all the bits we paid that magic kindergarten for extra tuition.”



“'Course I might not accept it,” said her daughter, spinning the ball again. “This seems a bit of an egghead school. Dunno if I want to come here really.”



“You will accept an offer,” insisted her mother. “Even if you are not interested in studying, being a student at Princess Celestia's school will open a lot of doors.”







The parents and foals fell silent as a classroom door opened and four stern-faced school teachers walked out, levitating their clip boards before them. They paid no attention to the public crowd and walked away down a corridor, apparently unaware of all the pony eyes staring at them, scrutinizing their faces for any clue to what they were thinking. They reached the door to the school staffroom and disappeared into this private refuge.



Professor Crystal Clear yawned. It had been a long day, and they still had a final set of candidates to see before they could go for dinner. The candidates may stress out over three tests in one day, but she, and her team, each had to do over twenty. Still, she reminded herself, it was worth it. It made the job of teaching a lot easier if you picked the right students to start with.



No examination process was perfect, and all the teachers were well aware that every year they would make mistakes. Bright foals would crack under the pressure and miss out on a place. And more seriously, in her opinion, they would sometimes admit overconfident fillies or colts, who really did not deserve it. Hence the three-exam system, which made it as reliable as possible in the restricted time.



They had a fifteen minute break before they had to get back to examining. The professor sat down on the plush cushions, poured herself a cup of tea from a large blue-and-white teapot, added a drop of milk, and took a few cookies from a plate. Around her, the staff were comparing notes. At this point in the day, it was clear who the front-runners and no-hopers were, but the last few places were still an open question.



Her colleague Professor Arpeggio was reading the notes of another member of the examination board. “You gave her a ten! Seriously? You're not inflating your marks are you?” he said.



“Wait 'til you see her. Ha, I see you didn't think much of Miss Scrum either,” Professor Empirical Logic replied.



“You gave her a four—that seems generous.”



“She was okay at levitation but couldn't spell her own name, let alone any serious enchantment. It was clear after five minutes that she didn't have a snowball's chance in Tartarus of getting a place, so we just let her talk about Canterlot rules Hoofball for the rest of her time.”



“What did she get in the written test?”



“Seventy-one. But that's not a surprise. She went to that prep school where they cram them with the answers to every past paper for the last five years. She reminds me of that hilarious one we saw last year. You remember Miss Lulamoon.”



“How could I forget?”



Crystal Clear stared over Empirical Logic's withers and read her notes. “You only gave Miss Twinkleshine a three—what went wrong?” she asked.



“We couldn't get anything out of her. She burst into tears after a few minutes and never recovered.”



“She was probably just nervous. Liberal Art and Square Cap seemed to like her. They gave her a seven.”



The elderly professor at another table, on hearing his name, called across, “Yes, she showed us a lovely demonstration of the florentibus cristallum charm. She got the colors almost perfect.”



“And what did she get on the test?”



“Sixty-eight percent—not bad. Let's see what Rhetoric and Apple Polish make of her. I'd say she's still in the running.”



Professor Clear pushed her glasses further up her muzzle and sipped her tea. “Are there anymore we need to discuss? Any other big discrepancies in the scores?”



The unicorns all levitated their papers in the air in front of them and scanned the tables of marks.



“I see you gave Mr Sky Blue a five,” said Liberal Art, “We also found him a little lackluster. For all his enthusiastic talk about being inspired to study magic after watching Princess Celestia raise the sun—don't they all say that?—he struggled to perform the most basic levitation. I think we can dismiss him. I think the ranking of the others is pretty clear now.”



“We need to tell you something about Twilight Sparkle,” said Square Cap.



“Miss Sparkle?” said Crystal Clear. “What is there to discuss? She's through. She got a hundred percent on the written examination—nopony's done that since Sunset Shimmer. We said yesterday that with a score like that she would have to turn the examiner into a pot plant, or something, to not get a place. And, let's see, you gave her a ten didn't you?”



“That's not what I meant. The problem is you can't give her any of the standard exercises in her final test. We got through them all in the first exam.”



“What all of them? Even the tesseract transfiguration?”



“She configured the full family of magical hypercubic figures before we had finished asking the question,” said Square Cap.



“And the illusion projection?”



“She produced a full size image of Starswirl the Bearded in the air in front of us. In color, with all the details. She even got the bells right.”



Professor Clear sucked in a breath. Most new students could barely manage to produce a likeness of a simple shape.



“What about the list of reserve exercises?”



Professor Rhetoric spoke up. “We got though those ten minutes into her second exam. We then had to search through our old notes to find something from last year which hadn't been reused. After that we had to improvise. I looked around the room searching for ideas, and my eyes fell on the door, so I asked her how she would go about cracking a magical lock. In two minutes she had deciphered the encryption spell and gave us a list of suggestions on possible improvements to school security.”



The professors turned to the door with a worried look. Could a candidate have sneaked into the staff room?



“And I must say, she was also extremely polite and modest, and altogether a very sweet little filly.”



“But what are we going to do?” said Arpeggio. “We don't have time to think up some new problems.”



“We could just tell her she's got a place, and doesn't need to go through a third test,” suggested Empirical Logic.



“We can't do that. That would be totally unprofessional,” said Crystal Clear.



“Well then, we just need to set her something really difficult,” said Arpeggio.



“That's what we've been doing,” replied several of the professors in unison. “She just throws back perfect answers to everything.”



Professor Logic pondered the problem. “Maybe we could ask her what question she would ask herself in an examination.”



Crystal Clear pointed out the flaw in this logic. “She might think of something which we don't understand.”



“What if we set her something impossible? Tell her to do an age spell, or raise the moon, or predict the future or something.”



“But she would know that she can't do that,” said Arpeggio. “I'd rather not see another filly in tears today. It has to be something that she doesn't know is impossible.”



“I've got it!”



Professor Apple Polish turned her head and focused her magic on a cabinet at the end of the room, which contained a selection of ornamental curiosities. She levitated a large oval object, covered with purple spots, over to the coffee table. It was an ancient dragon egg, recovered from an archaeological dig some years before.



“What's the game? She has to guess what it is?” asked Empirical Logic.



“I thought we could ask her to hatch it.”



The examiners all fell about laughing.



“That's perfect,” said Crystal Clear. “She won't know how old it is. She'll try to hatch it using spells for birds’ eggs, or maybe a power fracture incantation, or who knows what? It will be interesting to see what she tries. I guess it is even theoretically possible to hatch it—not very likely given its age—but there's no way a single pony could generate the magical energy to activate it. That's brilliant.”



She set about clearing a tea trolley of cups and plates, then placed the egg in the center. Meanwhile Apple Polish took a piece of paper and crayons and drew a simple sketch to show a little dragon inside a broken egg. She stuck this onto the side of the trolley.



“Okay everypony,” she said, getting to her hooves, adjusting her glasses and clipping fresh sheets of paper onto her clipboard. “Remember—professionalism—we can't show Miss Sparkle any sign of our decision, or what we expect of her.”



Adopting their most professional faces, the four examiners walked towards the door. Crystal Clear addressed a school porter. “Give us a few minutes to get settled, then wheel in the trolley.”



The stallion nodded.



“Okay, let's go and meet Miss Sparkle.”



They walked out through the staffroom door with the passive determined look of professional examiners. But the professor permitted herself a small smile.



“She's going to be a fun one to teach.”
      

      
   
      Unto Whom All Doors Are Open


      

      
      
         I noted that their garden was green. It was the first thing one saw of the establishment while approaching. Overall, the impression was positive, though I wondered how they kept it so at the auspices of winter. My canter turned to a trot as my eyes sampled the luscious, color-filled flowers lining the way. Surely illusory? I stopped. 



My nose nudged one. My hoof pawed one. I plucked it. Not so.



Leaving the flower where it once was growing, I picked up my trot and quickly found myself face-to-steel with a gate. Locked. 



My friend had said nothing of the sort in his invitation. The image of wrong direction wandered across my mind, but I suppressed it. The instructions were specific, and I had followed them precisely. 



There was a brass bell on this side of the gate. Teething the rope below it gave a sonorous melody. Excellent. 



On the other side of the gate was more greenery, and between two trees sat a shack. The door budged and opened and out stumbled an odd creature: dragonspawn surely, but too small. After his clomping over, the gate was unlocked and opened. The odd thing said something like, “Duce grating”. I was allowed in, the gate closed, and the too-small dragonspawn waddled back to the shack. My friend had not mentioned any of this either. 



But, alas, I was here. The large architecture stood before me: a great deal of stone, wood, and glass cobbled together in this place of silence and sanctuary, housing the current object of my study. I approached gleefully. My hoof fell upon the door and summoned to me my friend waiting within.



“Good morning, Doctor,” he said.



“Hello, Noteworthy.”



“You’re here just in time, actually. The Morning Order is only now gotten underway. How about you come in and I’ll find you a seat?”



I nodded and followed him into the building. 



The door shut behind me.     








“The Saviour draws near: Come and adore him!”



The place he had led us to was filled with noise. It was a place filled with the voices of ponies, zebra, and some dragons. It was a room where every other body was occupied with the playing of an instrument: some familiar and some of foreign design. Some was of the speech I knew, and some was in a language unknown to me. Noteworthy tendered to me a transcription of the Order. I have reproduced it here with noted actions as close to their proper location as possible.  



When the first music had subsided, a pony in white garb at the front of us announced, “Come! O come, fellows and friends: let us sing—” 



The rest responded, “Let us raise joyful praise unto our King—”



“The rock and the strength that saves the living.”

 

“Let us come near him with great thanksgiving.”



“God is the Lord, a king high above gods grand.”



“The depths of the earth have sat in his hand—”



“The heights of the mountains are his too.”



“The seas are his; it is he who made them blue—”



“And his hands assembled the dry domain.”



“Come in, then, fall down with us and remain —” 



More silently by the single voice, “Bowing before this God who has made us.”



The congregation around me knelt then. There was a silence and I looked then for its end. 



The head pony in white soon stood and pronounced, “Who but the Lord is our God? What are we—”

 

And the rest stood and said, “But sheep of his hand, and folk in his lea?”



“If only you would listen to his voice!”



“Now clothe yourselves to worship and rejoice—”



“Let all the earth stand in awe of our God.”



“Hear the trees of the forest: they laud—”



“The Lord when he comes, when he comes to rule—”



“When his truth will judge the meek and the cruel.”



There was a thumping and stomping. Hooves beat upon the ground and fists beat upon breasts. 



The one pony chanted, “Blessèd be the Lord, the God of Ja-el!”



“For he turns and visits upon his souls—”



“And wrought them new redemption, for they fell.”

 

“He raised up a scepter of salvation—”



“From the household of his servant Dawey.”



“The lips of prophets were his oration—”



“Age by age since before the world began—”



“That we should be saved from our enemies—”



“From those whose hate grows greater than a span.”



“He brought his sworn mercy to our fathers—”



“Remembering his holy covenant.”



“This oath he swore to patriarch Avers—”



“That he would give us to live fearlessly—”



“So that we might worship in his presence—”

 

“Pleasant to his sight, dwelling righteously.”

 

“And you, child, will be named a prophet high—”



“Going before the Lord to clear his way—”



“Telling the people salvation is nigh—”



“To bring them liberation from their sin.”

 

“Such is the loving-kindness of our God.”



“It's dawn, and light shines on us from within.”



“It will shine on those who lie in discord—”



“And in the shadowy valley of death—”



“And will guide us to the way of concord.”



At the final word everyone nodded curtly. They proceeded out. I followed my friend again.








“Following the Morning Order we are obliged to do some work,” he was explaining. “So today you will be collecting sap.”



“Sap?” I said.



“Well, yes. Sap is the—”



“I know what sap is.”



“Mm, okay. What did you ask for?”



“Why sap?”



“Why not?”



“Er...” I’d never studied sap collection. “Is it the right season even?”



“Maybe”



That did not assure me.



Well, we did go out and start driving taps into trees. We were the only ones.



“Are you simply keeping me from the harder work?”



“Maybe.”



That perturbed me.



“That doesn’t sound like a very Izuen answer. Is there not something in your scripture about letting yes be yes and no be no?”



“Quite possibly,” he replied.



I let my fury lay.







“O come and we will magnify the Lord.”



Our sap-collecting adventure ended with two dozen buckets under two dozen taps in two dozen trees. By that time the Midday Order was to start. I heard others calling it a mess, though I’m unsure of what they meant. 



The responsive form was in full-force here. 

 

“Let us now exalt his Name together,” said the officiant (as I was informed he is called).



“O taste and see from his goodness outpoured:”

 

“Blessèd are they grasped onto his tether.”

    

“O fear the Lord, those that are here his saints.”

 

“The eyes of the Lord are over the pure—”

 

“And here he who fears the Lord never faints.”



“And unto his ears their cries will endure.”



“The Lord is near the soul broken apart.”



“God redeems the spirits that evils rend.”



“He shall save such as are of a crushed heart—”



“And none that trust in him shall be condemned.”



At the end of this the people sat and some knelt. The officiant, who had faced us thus far, turned away. 



“Blessed God, love in holy happiness,” he began, “who made by breath the prophets to write these scriptures for our learning and edification; Give this and grant that we may in many a time and myriad a place hear the Holy Word, read by day and night at candlelight, mark well with mind, speech, and ink, learn in great earnestness, and inwardly digest them with every mite of our being, that thus forborne and  comforted by it, we may embrace, and ever hold fast, the happiest hope of everlasting life, given to us in Izu your Son. Amen.” 



A dragon in white ropes brought to him a book.



He took it and opened it. He addressed us from it.



“(See how all the words written long ago were written for our instruction? in order that by their encouragement we may derive comfort and hopeful endurance.)



“Now may God, the author of each encouragement and every endurance, enable each of you to be of one mind, even the mind of the Anointed Izu: that you may have but one heart and one mouth, that with one voice you may praise the God and Father of our Lord Izu the Anointed. You must befriend one another, as the Savior has befriended you, for God’s honor. I must now remind those who have marked flesh, that God came to relieve their needs by making good his promises to the patriarchs. And I must now remind the nations to praise God for his mercy.



“As scripture says, ‘Therefore I will praise you among the nations and sing hymns to your name’; and again, ‘O you nations, join in celebration with his people’; and yet again, ‘All nations, praise the Lord; let all peoples praise him.’ Once again, Jizias says, ‘The Heir of Ezi shall come, a ruler who rises to govern the nations; on him shall they rest their hope.’



“May God, the author of all hope, fill you with all joy and peace in faith that through the power of the Holy Spirit you brim with hope.”



He closed the book and passed it to another pony, who brought it down into the midst of us. 



All sung together, “Glory be to the Lord.”



The pony carrying the book gave it to an attending dragon, who opened it and held it before him. 



The pony said solemnly:



“Foreshadowing will appear in the sun and the moon and the stars, and on the earth the nations will stand in distress, bewildered by the roaring sea and the surge of its waters. Hearts will be dried up with fear at the thought of the trouble that will overtake the whole world. Celestial powers will be shaken and the heavens will rock. And then they will see the Son of Flesh coming in a cloud with his great power and glorious majesty. When all this begins, stand upright, look up, and hold your heads high; the time for your deliverance draws near. 



“He told them a parable: See the fig-tree, or any of the trees. When they bud and bear fruit, you know by experience that summer is near. Just so, when you see all this happening, be assured that the kingdom of God is close at hand. Truly I tell you, this generation will not have passed away before all this is accomplished. Heaven and earth may pass away, but my words will stand.”



After this was said was sung, “Praise be to the Anointed.”



And the whole group bearing the book retreated to the front. 



After all this, the officiant spoke at length concerning their scriptures, the notes from which are too numerous to reproduce here. 



Next Noteworthy quietly instructed me to stay seated. I blinked at him.



At the front was whispered much that I couldn’t hear and that my friend could not tender me with later. 



But, to substitute, might I describe the front more fully. What caught my eye, and remains most strongly in my memory, was a statue of an ewe with her lamb, the lamb smitten and its blood upon the floor. At first I imagined it a condemnation of the Sheepish peoples. But that revealed itself as incorrect. 



The dead lamb is their God.



Yet they point to it and say it is a living lamb. I cannot comprehend them.



After the officiant’s much speaking, he presented to us a plate and cup, saying: “Behold, the gifts of God prepared for the people of God.”



The whole stood up and started singing. I stayed sitting as instructed. 



“We believe in one God the Father Almighty,

Maker of all above and all below, 

And of the things clear or hid:”



They approached the front and bowed before the statue described before, each at his turn.



“And in Izu the Anointed his only Son our Lord,

Who was conceived by thy Holy Ghost,

Born by the Maiden Mari,

Suffered under Pontu Jirat,

Was crossed, dead, and buried,

He descended into Hel;

The third day he rose again from the dead,

He ascended into heaven, 

And sits now on the right hand of the Father Almighty;

From there he will come to judge the quick and the quit.”



They took from the plate (what I believe to be) bread, and from the cup they drank. 



“I believe in the Holy Ghost;

The holy Whole Church;

The Friendship of Saints;

The Forgiveness of sins;

The Fleshly Resurrection;

And the Life everlasting.

Amen.”



And when they had all taken and drank and returned, the service was dismissed.








After the mess had been dismissed was first feasting, next merriment in dancing, and finally games. It was a great joy to learn of so many cultural characteristics in a row: their meals, their jigs, and even their other amusements. I even played with a young mare who Noteworthy informed me quite liked my mane.



Soon, however, the dark crept across the windows. The time was come for the Even Order. 



“Out of the light that dazzles me—” began the officiant



“Bright as the sun from pole to pole—”



“I thank the God I know to be—”



“For this the conqueror of my soul.”



“Since his the sway of circumstance—”



“I would not wince nor cry aloud.”



“Under that rule which men call chance—”



“My head with joy is humbly bowed.”



“Beyond this place of sin and tears—”



“That life with him! and his the aid—”



“Despite the menace of the years—”



“Keeps, and shall keep me, unafraid.”



“I have no fear, though strait the gate—”



“He cleared from punishment my scroll.”



“This is the Master of my fate—”



“He is the Captain of my soul.”



Once again our officiant turned his back to us.



“Now, Good Ruler, release your servant to go in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have made me see that saving power of yours which you prepared in the sight of every nation. This is the light of revelation to the nations, and this is the glory of your people.”








My day with them finished with what is called the End Order. This order was without music. 



“Now lighten our darkness, we beg of you, Good Lord. By your great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night, for we love your only Son, our Savior Izu. Amen.”



The congregation said together, 



“Come, behold the Lord, praise him all you that are his servants.

You that stand by at midnight, night after night in the Lord's home,

lift up your hands in the sanctuary and bless the Lord.

May the Lord that has made heaven and earth bless you from Zoam!”



“His wings will be your refuge,” said the officiant, kneeling, “and you will nestle safely under his feathers. His faithfulness and truth will be your watch and ward. You will not fear from nighttime terrors, from the arrow flying by daylight, from sickness stalking to and fro in the darkness, nor from the death that lays waste under the sun. A thousand fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will never come near enough to touch you. Rather, with your own eyes will you look about and see the reward for sinners. “



He stood to face us. With a leg raised he said,



“The peace of God, exceeding our understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God. The blessings of God Almighty, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, be among you and remain with you always. Amen.”



And that was the end.



I spoke some with my friend afterward. We made plans for another joining. I left him in sadness. 



And in the dark I left the door, passed the gated yard. And in the moonlight I found the flowers that had glowed so freely this morn. And on that day I thought—though they dimly wave in the garden—before I left I thought and said to myself, they seem so much more cheery now. 
      

      
   
      Knowledge and Wisdom


      

      
      
         	Twilight took a deep breath. The dusty aroma of the Royal Library never ceased to bring a smile to her face. With her eyes closed, she walked down a random aisle and imagined what she’d find next. Would it be a book on astronomy? Maybe ancient pony history? All she knew for certain was that it was Friday, and her schedule called for picking a random book and diving right in.



	She added a slight sway to her walk, turning the lanyard around her neck into a pendulum. Thinking about the little card she was wearing made her smile broaden. Princess Celestia always gave her the most wonderful birthday presents. Last year, her first as the Princess’s personal student, she’d received a collection of rare books on somepony called Starswirl The Bearded. How did the Princess know she’d get so attached to the writings of an ancient unicorn conjurer? Regardless, nothing could top this year.



	The white card she wearing was inscribed with two wonderful words in golden script: All Access. The entirety of the Royal Library was hers to read, a privilege that few adult scholars seemed to have, let alone fillies as young as her. Introducing her to Starswirl might’ve been a long-shot, but granting her free reign over the biggest and most private library in the world couldn’t have been a more obvious choice. Every book on every subject here, from magic to mathematics to metallurgy, was available, and in due time she’d read them all. 



	Her nose bumped into something and her eyes flew open. Well, almost all the books were available. In due time she read almost all of them. All except for the ones behind the metal gate in front of her. She stepped up it and gazed at the forbidden shelves on the other side. A sign hanging just above her eye level read “No Admittance” in bright red letters. Not even her special card would get her in there; at least that’s what every librarian said. They always gave her a funny look when she asked, and only deigned to answer once they saw the card around her neck. Hopefully they’d start recognizing her soon; maybe then she could leave the lanyard in her saddle bag instead of having to hold it up whenever she tried to leave the foal’s section.



	By putting her eye up to the metal bars she could almost read the nearest dust jacket. “Adv… advanced… theory…”



	Almost.



	She stared down at her card and sighed. “It should say Almost All Access.”



	A shadow fell over her. “Good afternoon, Twilight.”



	She whirled around and bowed low. “Princess Celestia! I didn’t expect to see you here.”



	From this perspective all she could see was the Princess’s golden shoes. As always they were polished to a mirror-like shine, and as always she could see her own self-consciousness reflected in them.



	“My afternoon appointments ended early, and I was wondering if you’d like to join me for lunch.”



	She looked up and gazed at the Princess’s etherial smile. From her current position on the floor the Princess was even more of a giantess than usual. “I-I’d love to! I don’t think you’ve ever invited me to lunch.”



	Princess Celestia reached down to help her back to her hooves. “I usually wouldn’t want to pull you away from your classes, but when one of my assistants said you spend your Friday afternoons here on your own…”



	Twilight followed the Princesses gaze, which slowly moved from the lanyard to the forbidden section of the library. All Access. No Admittance.



	The Princess’s smile faltered, and Twilight’s heart stopped. “I-I wasn’t trying to get in there. I’d n-never abuse my new library privileges!”



	She was on the ground again, this time shivering and moments away from smudging the Princess’s polished shoes with kisses. “Please don’t take my card away.”



	The Princess moved the shoe back and helped her up a second time. Her smile was gone, which made this the angriest that Twilight had ever seen her. “Twilight… I don’t want to take away your freedom to learn on your own, but I do want to instill a proper respect for the limits I’ve set.”



	Twilight tried to speak, but nothing would come out. She couldn’t even manage a simple “I’m sorry.”



	Princess Celestia turned away and beckoned her to follow. “I suppose we should’ve discussed this sooner. Time and time again I’ve underestimated your abilities, including your thirst for knowledge.”



	Twilight followed with her head bowed. “W-what are you going to do?”



	“Very little, I hope. Do you have something to write with?”



	Twilight’s saddle bag flew open and her supplies floated out. Rolls of parchment, backup rolls of parchment, quills of every size, and ink of every color were at her disposal. Normally her preparedness was a source of pride, a sign that she was ready for anything her teachers could throw at her. This time she had a sinking feeling that she was tying her own noose.



	Why did she need to write? Was she going to have to write “I will obey Princess Celestia” a hundred times, or a thousand? She’d do it a million times if it meant returning to her mentor’s good graces.



	The Princess stopped at a small study table near a window. She sat next to it and offered Twilight one of the wooden chairs. Twilight obeyed, despite the uncomfortable fact that this seating arrangement, her in a chair and the Princess on the floor, brought them to eye level. She stared at the polished tabletop instead. The light through the window cast a pale blue glow on the her writing supplies. The world outside looked cold and unwelcoming, an endless expanse full of everything she didn’t want; everything but a forgiving smile from her mentor.



	“Twilight? Twilight are you listening?” 	She jumped. “Sorry! I-I’m just nervous. What did you say?”



	A sheet of parchment and a quill were floating in Celestia’s magic aura. “I’m going to give you a short test. It’s simple, but take all the time you need.”



	She took the paper and read the four lines on it. “Twilight is a faithful student. Princess Celestia thinks of Twilight like family. Grass is purple. One of these statements is false.”



	Her eyes darted from the paper to her stone-faced mentor. Was this some kind of joke? Did she dare point to the first sentence instead of the third?



	“G-grass isn’t purple?”



	Princess Celestia nodded. “Very good.” A quill scratched out the lie about grass. “The second part is on the back.”



	She turned the paper over and found three more lines of text. “Twilight is a faithful student. Princess Celestia thinks of Twilight like family. One of these statements is false.”



	Tears formed in her eyes. This time there was no mistaking it. She was done here. She’d have to go back to public school where all the other ponies called her a bookworm. What would they call her now that she’d been expelled from Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns?



	“T-Twilight isn’t a faithful–”



	Princess Celestia’s hoof touched her lips, silencing her. “No. Never think that.”



	“B-but–”



	The quill moved over the paper again, this time crossing out the last sentence, “One of these statements is false.”



	Twilight gasped. “I… I didn’t think of that.”



	Princess Celestia stepped around the table and embraced her. “I know. Please forgive me, Twilight, I knew that would be hard. I didn’t want to upset you, but when it comes to some lessons it just can’t be helped.”



	“But why…”



	“Why not ask the other question on your mind, the one about the gate in the library?”



	Twilight gulped. “What… what’s so special about those books? Why can’t I go in there? Why can’t I read them? I… I just want to learn and… and to make you proud.”



	“You do make me proud, Twilight. I wouldn’t have given you access to the Royal Library if I didn’t think you were ready. The forbidden section on the other hoof… it’s not just a question of wanting knowledge, it’s a question of wisdom.”



	“There’s a difference?”



	“Knowledge is what you gain from study, wisdom is what you gain from experience. You needed a certain amount of wisdom to spot the lies in this test, and you’ll need much more to discern the lies in those books.”



	Twilight flinched and stepped back. “Lies? In books?”



	Princess Celestia nodded. “Surely you don’t think every novel you’ve ever read belongs in the history section?”



	“Well, no… but that’s supposed to be fiction. Aren’t all the reference books checked for accuracy?”



	“Who could check them? Some of your favorite books on Starswirl the Bearded are still highly disputed today. Some ponies doubt he actually came up with as many spells as he did.”



	“But the history books–”



	“Reflect the best efforts of historians, nothing more. No book written by the hooves of ponies is going to be free of errors. Some are large and obvious, like claiming grass is purple. Others are small and destructive, like there being any doubt that you’re a wonderful student who’s dear to me.”



	Twilight dragged a hoof across the table. “So the forbidden books… they’re dangerous?”



	“Oh yes. They’re extremely dangerous. Some contain spells so complicated that a slight miscalculation could destroy this castle. Others simply contain dangerous ideas… ideas that drive ponies to seek after destructive things, things that could ruin their lives and the lives of those they care about.”



	“Then why keep the books in the Royal Library at all?”



	Princess Celestia closed her eyes and sighed. “Because they contain some very important truths as well. Books aren’t merely for the celebration of knowledge, they’re a window into the mind of their authors and the times they lived in. I’ve seen far too many ponies, some of them dear students such as yourself, venture into the forbidden section in search of some tidbit of knowledge and never return. There is a great deal of good in those books, Twilight, but it’s mixed with just enough evil to lure away the unprepared. Now do you understand?”



	Twilight nodded. “I… I do, and… I’m sorry.”



	At last Princess Celestia’s warm smile returned. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Twilight. I may be a Princess, but I’m also you’re mentor, your teacher, and, I sincerely hope, your friend.”



	Twilight dove forward and hugged her. If they’d been standing she would’ve only been able to wrap her hooves around the Princess’s leg; instead her cheek was pressed against her chest, and the thump of a heartbeat sounded in her ear. “Of course you’re my friend, Princess. Between you and my brother I’ve got the best friends in the world! Did… did I pass?”



	She could feel the Princess laugh. “Yes, Twilight, you passed. Don’t forget to pack up your things.”



	Her writing supplies were repacked in record time. She picked up her test last of all. Part of her wanted to crumple it up and pretend that hoof-biting moment of panic never happened. Another part of her wanted to file it with the rest of her papers and exams. She’d never thrown one away, not even when she received a less than perfect score.



	“Twilight?”



	She looked up. “Princess?”



	“Could I keep that paper?”



	“I guess, but why?”



	“As a reminder that I’ve chosen a wonderful student who, when she’s ready, will go places and do things that will exceed my wildest expectations. She’ll even be able to peruse the forbidden section if she so desires.”



	Twilight felt a fresh set of tears coming on as she rolled the paper up and handed it over. “Does this mean we can still–”



	Her rumbling stomach finished the question, and Princess Celestia grinned. “Of course we can. I usually just have tea and toast, but what would you like? Today we’ll eat whatever and wherever you choose, even if it’s cake and cream puffs.”



	Twilight blushed and ground a hoof against the floor. “Well… there is this donut shop I really like…”



	“Pony Joe’s?”



	“You’ve been there before?”



	“Oh… once or twice.”



	She saw something new in the Princess’s smile, something bordering on mischievous.



	“Perhaps once or twice a month, to be precise.”



	Twilight burst out laughing. “Really?”



	Princess Celestia leaned down until they were eye to eye. “Could we keep that our little secret, my most faithful student?”



	This time Twilight had no trouble meeting her gaze and matching her smile. “Sure.”
      

      
   
      On Wings of Ashes


      

      
      
         Bummer.



The day hadn’t started any worse than usual for Sonata Dusk. Not any better, either. Well, even that wasn’t quite right. She took a deep breath and a mental step back.



Tuesday, so tacos, natch. Nothing got her out of bed quite like that. But she knew she’d end up eating alone, and then history class had run late, so by the time she got to the cafeteria, all the crunchy shells were gone, and...



Major bummer. She let her breath out.



So she found herself sitting on the floor, leaning against a locker in an empty hallway, and chewing on some very un-crunchy tacos. Oh, those refried beans, all buttery smooth! Cool lettuce, juicy tomato, spicy sauce, tangy pico de gallo—how many times had she explained to Adagio how to pronounce that? Sometimes she could act pretty dumb.



Anyway, sour cream and cheese, too. Couldn’t miss out on paying her respects to any of the ingredients. She finished off her third—halfway done already!—and licked the hot sauce off her fingers. What a wonderful burn on her lips! Still, she had to go without that great crunch and corn flavor that sometimes got jammed between her teeth, and it’d take her a good hour to work it out with her tongue, but then she’d get a nice crispy crumb for a treat at the end of math class!



Or a sharp corner might jab her in the gums and hurt for a week. Never underestimate the power of the tortilla to give and take away. It was all part of the dance. Speaking of…



Feet stomped in rhythm from the classroom across the hall. Some kind of chant about pounding the griffins or something. Sonata had never really cared much for competition. A game today, she guessed, but whatevs.



“I can’t hear you!” she kept hearing Pinkie Pie scream from inside. Funny, Sonata could hear her just fine. Everyone in there could, too, since they’d keep answering her, about more griffin beating, but she’d only say it again and again.



Why did Sonata always sit here? Oh, yeah. The cafeteria menu was posted on the wall above her, looking over her shoulder. And once a week, her benevolent stone-ground god, with her flowing hair of cheese. Plus the music.



Pep squad today, chorus most of the rest of the week. The Rainbooms sometimes practiced in there on Fridays. Those chorus days were the best! She could pick out Rarity’s and Sunset Shimmer’s voices from the group and follow along. She’d try to hum with it, but she could never find the key or settle into one of the harmonic lines, just appreciate the sopranos’ descant, the basses’ pedal tones.



Would Adagio and Aria have enjoyed singing in the chorus? Maybe. If they still could. For some reason, they always looked at her funny when she used words like “descant,” but that was what they did, right? Wouldn’t they know that?



Anyway, she hadn’t seen them in months. Something about high school being dumb, and they didn’t need it, and why would Sonata ever want to stay around stupid people like that?



Not like it hurt anything. School wasn’t so bad, and if Adagio and Aria wanted to come by to say hello, she’d be here.



Now it sounded more like talking across the hall and not shouting. She started on taco number four and tried to wedge a piece of tortilla between a couple molars for later, but it wouldn’t stay. She’d leaned forward and cocked her head to keep any precious filling from dropping out, and when she looked back up, she paused mid-chew to see Sunset Shimmer looking down at her.



“You… okay?” Sunset said, an eyebrow raised. 



“Mmhmm,” Sonata replied through a mouthful of beany goodness.



“You sure? It’s just—you’re always there alone, and…” Sunset gave a weak smile and shifted her weight onto one leg.



Resuming her chewing, Sonata shrugged. Why would that matter?



But Sunset kept watching. “Look, I’m sorry the other two left. I know how hard it is”—she pursed her lips—“to go without friends.”



From inside the chorus room, a deep boom sounded, and Pinkie came flying through the air, only to crash with her back flat against the wall. Sunset and Sonata stared at her for a minute before she could squeak something out. “Needed to know what it was like to be confetti.” She held up a torn piece of string from her party cannon’s trigger. “So fun!” she wheezed with her eyes squeezed shut.



“Friends like Pinkie here,” Sunset added with a shake of her head.



“Wait, you mean I’m doing something wrong?” Wouldn’t surprise her, since she didn’t have the other two around to tell her anymore. But she didn’t need friends right now, unless something was going on she didn’t know about.



Anyway, her butt was going numb with her knees propped up like this, so she gathered her legs up and sat with them crossed.



“Haha! I can see your underwear!”



“Snips!” Sunset shouted. “Get out of here, or so help me…” She cocked her hand back and made a feint at him, and he tore off down the hall.



Sonata glared after him as she straightened her legs out and tugged her skirt’s hemline down. She might not know why all these people needed to hang out in groups and talk and smile all the time, but she did know when they were just being rude.



“Sorry about him,” Sunset said. “He’s like that to everyone. But… no, you didn’t do anything wrong. I mean about making friends. Why do you ask?”



Sonata set her tray on the floor next to her. Only a couple of students standing around, so nobody would step on it. “Because I don’t need any right now. Why, do you want to make lasers and rainbows and stuff? I don’t think I can.”



“No, no. That’s not what friendship’s about,” Sunset said, wiping a hand down her face.



“So fun!” Pinkie whispered again, finally having slid to the floor.



Sunset held in a laugh, then waved a dismissive hand at her. “Look, do you have a free period after this?”



Sonata shrugged. “Study hall.”



“Good. Come with me.” Sunset tugged on her arm.



“But my tacos!”



Pinkie grabbed both and stuffed them into her hair. Into her hair! She shielded her mouth with the back of her hand. “After school,” she hissed. “Meet me then. They’ll keep.”



Sonata could only stare wide-eyed back, and then Sunset dragged her toward the cafeteria. She flailed an arm back at Pinkie. “But…”








Sonata couldn’t help noticing all the glances her way. Not that she didn’t get that from time to time, but people usually just ignored her. Maybe because someone was talking to her?



“So you brought me back to the cafeteria? Without my lunch?” Sonata frowned. It wouldn’t have been half as bad, except she could smell food so strongly in here. Her stomach growled.



“How can you still be hungry?” Sunset asked. “How many of those did you pound down already?”



“Four…”



Burying her head in her hands, Sunset let out a sigh. “This is more important. Tell me, don’t you miss the other two… What were their names?”



“Adagio Dazzle and Aria Blaze,” Sonata answered with a shrug. “I dunno. We were a group, they left, now we’re not.”



“And that doesn’t… leave a hole in your heart?”



Sonata’s eyes shot wide open. She pawed at her shirt frantically for a second. But nothing. Phew. Why would they want that anyway? They couldn’t get any energy from it.



Sunset rubbed the bridge of her nose. “No… I mean, do you wish they were still here? Or if not them, don’t you wish you had someone else?”



“Someone… else? You can do that?” Who else would she hang out with? The Sirens had always just been a thing, for thousands of years. She guessed Sirens might come and go, even if it had never happened that way, but others?



“Absolutely. Why, are you afraid nobody would forgive you?”



Sonata squinted at her. “Forgive?”



“Well, don’t you feel like what you did was wrong?” Sunset had leaned over the table. Sonata didn’t like being put on the spot like that. Adagio always used to do it, then get mad when she couldn’t answer.



“Um…”



Sunset’s shoulders slumped. “Did you like doing that?”



“It’s… how we eat. I just… do it.”



“But you don’t now.”



Sonata shrunk into her seat. “I dunno.”



“Would you want someone to do that to Adagio or Aria?”



“I dunno.” Couldn’t she just go back to her hallway now?



“Do you even like them?”



Too many questions. Sonata shrugged and looked into her lap. “I dunno.” Neither one said anything for a long time. “I did it ’cause they told me to,” Sonata finally said.



“And did you enjoy it?” Another long minute of silence, and Sonata pleaded for the bell to ring. Math actually sounded pretty good about now.



Sunset gestured at the other people at nearby tables. “Any one of those could be your friend.”



So Sonata gave them a good look.



A girl with a striped mohawk and an absolute ton of jewelry walked by, chatting with a smaller girl. “Why someone bound for med school needs to pass history is to me, dear Apple Bloom, one great big mystery.”



Sonata glanced back at Sunset, who flicked her hand, saying, “Oh, you’ll get used to that. It’s just her thing.”



The one apparently called Apple Bloom then peeled off toward another table and approached someone Sonata did recognize: Applejack. “Say,” Apple Bloom said, “am I s’posed to be your sister? There’s like a family resemblance, but I don’t think I’ve ever been seen at the farm or huggn’ you or nothin’.”



“You know, I have a similar question,” added a companion of hers with two-tone hair. “Rarity never talks to me. What gives?”



Applejack started to answer, but couldn’t form any words and just wrinkled her brow while rubbing a hand over her forehead.



Before Applejack could try again, another young girl chimed in. “Who’d want to be your sister anyway?” the new one asked. “You don’t even have a symbol worked into your outfit which may or may not have anything to do with your inherent abilities.” She pointed at the spoon-shaped charm around her neck as she adjusted her glasses.



“These people?” Sonata said.



Now it was Sunset’s turn to shrug. “You’re not exactly catching them at their best. Anyway—” she waited for Sonata’s attention “—I kinda need an answer if I’m going to help you.”



That did get Sonata’s attention. “Help me? Why?”



“Because someone helped me when I needed it. Now, did you like making everyone argue and feeding off it?”



Sonata returned her gaze to her lap. “I liked singing.”



“You three already knew my story. Adagio made that clear,” Sunset said. “There’s someone else who’s gone through the same thing. She also gave into darker impulses, but later turned her life around.”



Really? Sonata sat up again and waited for the answer, but Sunset was going to make her say it. “Who?”



“Princess Luna.” Sunset snapped a sharp nod. No way she was serious.



“That straight-laced pony? You almost had me goin’ there.” Sonata did her snorty laugh—the one Adagio hated.



Except Sunset didn’t laugh with her. “A lot changed after you left Equestria. And a lot of similar things happened here, too.”








“Nightmare Moon? Like, for realsies?” Sonata said as she followed Sunset through the hallways. Wow. She really had missed a lot.



Sunset returned a grim smile. “Yeah. I’d already left Equestria before she came back from exile, so like everyone else, I didn’t know it was any more than a legend. Nobody even remembered that Princess Celestia had a sister. I would have missed it all, too, except Twilight gave me some books on recent Equestrian history to catch up. And I haven’t even been gone that long, at least not as long as you.”



Sonata nodded. She guessed she couldn’t assume everything would have stayed the same. Star Swirl was ancient history now. She actually kind of missed him.



“So… where are we going?”



Sunset turned one more corner, into a darkened hall, and pointed at the closed office door near the end. “Luna. At least the one from this world. She got into a… situation a lot like Princess Luna’s, but… I’ll let her tell it. She understands what it’s like to give in to temptation for power. I think she can help you. She sure helped me. I didn’t expect it, but she pulled me aside one day, talked to me, and… it meant a lot to me that she’d do that. Just give it a try.”



Something about Luna sent a shiver down Sonata’s spine. Since she didn’t have her jewel anymore, probably. She took a few halting steps, then stopped and chewed on her fingertips. She glanced back, and Sunset made a shooing motion. But Sonata couldn’t move.



Sunset let out a sigh, walked past Sonata, and pulled her along by the arm. The blinds had been drawn, and the lights were out, but Sonata could hear someone moving inside.



Quietly, Sunset knocked on the door. “Yes?” a voice sounded on the other side.



Sunset opened the door a crack and poked her head through. Some mumbled conversation, and then she pushed the door open the rest of the way and swept an arm toward the interior.



With her eyes locked on the floor, Sonata stepped in and found a chair. She sat leaning forward, with her hands on her knees, gripping them tightly. She heard the door shut softly behind her.



“I understand that you would like some advice,” Luna said.



Only then did Sonata look up. She blinked once, in case her eyes had lied to her. There sat Luna, not at her desk, but on a padded bench. She wore only a pair of form-fitting shorts and a sports bra. And she was absolutely ripped.



Her abs bulged in rows like a tray of dinner rolls, and in her right hand, she clenched a fifty-pound weight, up near her shoulder. The bicep keeping it there looked like a grapefruit wedged against her wrist. Luna set the weight down on the rack behind her and swiped a towel across her forehead. “So, what can I help you with?”



Sonata remembered to breathe, but finding her voice was another matter.



“I think I can surmise,” Luna said with a grim smile. “You want to know about what the newspapers dubbed the ‘Nightmare Moon’ incident?”



Sonata could only nod.



“It is a matter of public record, so I cannot exactly hide it.” Luna closed her eyes. “I shall start at the beginning, then.”








As she pulled into the school’s parking lot, Luna braced the boxes of donuts in the passenger seat with a hand. No need to have them tip over and make a mess.



Her turn to bring them for the weekly staff meeting, and heaven forbid she should forget. She had made that mistake once, and Celestia had browbeat her about it for weeks. And if anything set off the alarms more than donuts, it was cake. Of course, Celestia knew that everyone would have a little get-together in the break room on her birthday, and Luna had counted at least two dozen little “Don’t forget the cake!” notes posted in her office, in her car, on her front door.



She pulled into her reserved parking space, but the football coach’s huge truck sat right on the stripe. No way would she ever be able to get the passenger door open enough to maneuver those boxes out. But right on the other side of the front walk, her sister’s space…



Celestia had not come in yet, and the handicapped space beside hers had a wide crosshatched area for navigating a wheelchair, if need be. Perfect for unloading. And of course, not twenty minutes later…



The door to Luna’s office burst open. “Luna, you’re in my space,” Celestia said.



Luna folded her hands. This was true. But what difference did it make? “I needed the room to bring in the donuts. Is there a problem?”



Celestia bit her lip until some of the fire in her eyes had died down. “It is a show of respect. I don’t begrudge your discretion in using it temporarily, but you could have gone back out to move your car.”



“You would really raise a stink over a parking space?” Luna replied. Truth be told, she was interested to see how Celestia would react. And if she had not said anything, Luna just might have parked there again tomorrow.



“It’s important to maintain discipline and order in the school,” Celestia said with a pointed stare. As if she ever had to deal with discipline. She got all the fun, sunny jobs. Hiring new teachers, deciding on decor, school dances, photo opportunities with the press. Luna had to deal with handing out detention slips, supervising the janitorial staff, overseeing the food service… assigning parking spaces.



She just might have to make a little change there. Not now, though. Luna had a few other alterations to implement. Nobody appreciated what she did around the school. But they would.



At lunch, Luna authorized the astronomy club to repaint a classroom midnight blue and apply glow-in-the-dark star decals, as long as they faithfully reproduced constellations. An hour later, she intercepted a reporter on the way to the main office and told him how the school was looking to fill a vacancy for a physics instructor, complete with a few nice quotes about the importance of science in today’s workforce. And during the final period, she decreed that the fall formal dance should take the theme “Under the Moonlight,” going so far as to announce it over the intercom.



Predictably enough, Celestia soon returned to Luna’s office. She sat in one of the bare plastic seats along the wall and tapped a foot against its leg. “Sister, please explain yourself. I have no idea where this is coming from.”



“You wanted the spotlight all to yourself!” Luna said, bracing her hands on her desk and leaning over it. You get all the flashy jobs, all the fun things!”



“What?” Celestia threw her hands up in the air. “How can you even say that?”



Luna clenched her jaw. “You get to tell the local stations what exciting things are happening, you get to listen to the students cheer when you call a pep rally, you get to be the face of the school! I hold court with the scofflaws, post the same menus on the wall week after week, make sure the bathrooms do not stink…”



Her brow wrinkled, Celestia hunched her shoulders up. “That was all in the job description. You knew that when you applied.” Luna glowered back. “And you can handle some of the interviews, run some of the school functions. Why didn’t you just say so?”



Too little, too late. And she did not even mean it. Not a word. With each passing second, Luna ground her teeth harder and harder until she had made up her mind. She would not live under Celestia’s thumb anymore.



She leapt over the desk, grabbed a handful of her sister’s hair, and threw a forearm at Celestia’s chin. “Under the Moonlight!” she shouted. “Just try and rename it!” With that same reporter staring wide-eyed through the doorway, Luna finally took on a full administrative role: administering a beat-down.








“I did hard time for that,” Luna said with a humorless smile. “Sister said it was for my own good, but she refused to press charges unless they levied the minimum sentence: one thousand days.”



Sonata gasped. A convict? As a school bigwig?



“It changes you.” Luna looked off at the sky outside. “A lot. In ways you would not expect.” With a sigh, she flexed her massive bicep again.



“You look for ways to pass the time. So I started lifting. Oh, and home brewing.” She swung her legs over the bench, stepped to the closet, and opened it. Inside sat a toilet, but… not hooked up to any plumbing.



Sonata gulped hard as Luna took the cover from the tank on the back and dipped a cup in. “Care for some cider?”



“Al-alcoholic?” What in the world was going on?



Luna chuckled. “Of course not. This is a school.”



“N-no, th-thank you.” Though her throat had gone dry.



“I got used to having it like this. Sorry, just developed a taste for it making it this way.” In only a few swallows, Luna drained the cup and refilled it. “Anyway, I completely agree with Celestia. She had the right of it, and I learned from the experience. I would never do anything like that again, and when she saw that I understood that, she agreed to rehire me. That is why you are here, right?”



Sonata nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I guess. Sunset kept asking me questions, but… I dunno.” She was going to have to think again, wasn’t she? “Sunset said you helped her deal with… well, figuring out how to be different. I guess.”



After draining her cup a second time, Luna shut the closet door. “Good. So you have decided that you do not want to behave the way you have in the past?” Sonata bowed her head. “And you know what you wish to focus your attention on in the future?”



Friendship. That seemed to answer a lot of questions around here. At least so people quit asking more. Did it really mean anything? She started to speak, hesitated, finally said it. “No.”



To her surprise, Luna smiled. “Good. We will work on that together. But for now… Sunset tells me you enjoy music.”



“Well, yeah! I can’t really sing anymore—” she squeezed her eyes shut for a second “—but I listen, outside the choir room.” She sat up straighter, and her eyes glimmered. “Y’know, it kinda bugs me, though, when the director is all, ‘Hey, you sopranos need to bring out the melody more,’ and I’m all like, ‘Duh, you don’t have melody in polyphony, just let the lines blend together, and…” Why was Luna gaping at her like that?



And then a gentle smile. But Sonata didn’t want to think about that. She kept watching, though, and when Luna bent over to pick up her towel off the floor—



“What’s that?” Sonata asked, pointing at Luna’s back.



Luna reached over her shoulder and rubbed at the black lines traced across her skin, at least what Sonata could see of them—it looked like there were more under her top. Thin lines, in the shape of crude… feathers?



“Oh, my prison tat? Pretty sweet, huh?”



“Yeah, coolsies!” No way. Oh, and she was responsible for the menu? She came up with taco Tuesdays!? Sonata nodded vigorously.



For a moment, Luna stared pointedly at her, then turned to her desk and rummaged around in the center drawer. She had… something in each hand—a box of matches in the left, maybe. Yeah. Luna struck one, held her other fist over the flame until she grimaced and tore her gaze away—wow, hardcore!—and pinched out the fire and ground the burnt matchstick into an ashtray until only a fine black powder remained. Then she spit into it and swished it into a paste with her finger.



Finally, she opened her other hand—a safety pin! Luna undid the point and dabbed some of the charcoal onto it. “I did not offer this to Sunset, but I have a good feeling about you. It will be a special bond we share. Do you want one?” She leaned forward and held the sharp tip near Sonata’s shoulder.



“Well, yeah! I mean, duh!” Sonata turned around and rolled up the back of her shirt. Wow, and she still had two tacos waiting for her! “Hey, how did you get enough apples in prison to make cider?”



“Oh, I brought them in with me,” Luna answered. “It was a minimum-security prison. I only had to stay there during nights on weekdays.”



Huh?








Last rehearsal before the big concert. Sonata took her place at the podium and tapped her baton. And then she gave the downbeat.



Up on stage, with all the hot lights pouring down on her, and the world past the stage lost in shadows—tomorrow, the seats would be full, but for now, she could concentrate on the music and nothing else.



Sonata smiled at Sunset Shimmer, Rarity, and Fluttershy, as well as a few others whose names she’d learned: Big Macintosh, Toe Tapper, Torch Song. But those first three were her favorites to watch, because… well, it’d happen soon enough.



The different lines—polyphonic lines—blended together in perfect balance. They gathered, drifted around, grew in volume until the piece reached its high point. And it happened. Those three girls—their hair lengthened, and glowing ears appeared on top of their heads. Fluttershy even had wings.



Why did she like seeing that so much? Yeah, friendship, she got that, but it hadn’t really sunk in yet. Maybe later, but for now she could enjoy the music, especially now that Luna’d convinced that poor overworked music director to let Sonata pitch in. Who knew she’d get to lead the choir?



Sonata turned her head to check the echo—wait, one seat in the front row wasn’t empty. Luna sat there with a gentle smile, and… well, at least Sonata had one friend, so far. She closed her eyes. She didn’t need to see the choir to conduct them.



And then Sonata felt it: a warm itching on her head. When she reached up to see what had caused it—ears! Fuzzy little ears up there! Her ponytail had grown, too.



She stopped directing, but it took the choir a minute to notice and go silent. They gasped.



When she followed their gazes, she gasped, too. Wings! Poorly drawn, with a jagged black outline! She gave them a test flap and hovered over the stage, but only for a second before the magic disappeared.



It didn’t matter. She knew now. She could make that magic, and she would again. She jumped to the floor, wiped the tears from her eyes, rushed up to Luna, and hugged her tightly. Tacos and prison tats, and she’d actually grown to like that cider, a-and…



Her first friend. First real friend.



The first of what would be many.
      

      
   
      Easy as Cake


      

      
      
         Twilight lifted her hoof, and held it, mesmerized by the rich red doors, large enough to fit an Ursa. Or at least a minor one. Everything in this palace wing was oversized, meant to receive guests larger than a pony, or even an alicorn. I wonder what stories those halls could tell...



“Earth to princess, we have an appointment to keep.”



Looking back Twilight saw Rainbow Dash’s wide, mischievous smile, and the other four ponies nodding. Her cheeks borrowing some of the door’s color Twilight knocked on the doors, filing her questions about which guests Celestia entertained here for later.



“Do come in,” came the answer from inside as a midnight blue aura took hold of the doors and opened them.



The inside was as Twilight remembered from the few times she came here as a filly; a mishmash of normal sized and giant sized furniture. The huge table and tall chairs, each taller than Twilight, had been put aside, leaving the middle open for a pony-sized, though large, table. A twinge of regret came to Twilight at her single-minded pursuit of magic when she was younger, thinking about how much more knowledge she eschewed in that pursuit, but now wasn’t the time to delve in the past. She opened her mouth to speak, but was cut short by another voice.



“Anything else I can help with, your highness? Perhaps some extra refreshment for your guests?”



Luna shook her head at the green-maned maid. “I fear we already have enough tea and sweets here to feed the whole guard, thank you. We shall call if we require anything, but for the time being you are dismissed.” With a wink, Luna added, “Take a few hours for yourself, you earned it.”



“As you wish,” said the maid, bowing and turning towards the six friends. “With your excuse, your highnesses.” The maid bowed again, passing the six perplexed ponies before closing the door after herself.



“Huh, did she just call us ‘your highnesses’?” asked Fluttershy.



“It’s complicated,” started Luna. “Celestia wanted to grant all of you the title of honorary princesses for your services to the kingdom and for being chosen by the Tree of Harmony. The Cabinet Secretary threatened to, and I quote him, ‘respectfully forward all the resulting paperwork to the Most August Princess Celestia if Her Highness proceeds without the consent of the thus honored ponies’, and I do happen to agree with him. In the meantime the servants have no idea how to treat you.”



“Me, a p-princess…” stammered Rarity, a sofa rising from the furniture pile at the corner to break her fall.



“I urge you to think long and hard about it. Being a princess, even an honorary one, is not all fun and games.” Luna sighed. “But there is no hurry. With the speed our bureaucracy moves we should have months, perhaps years, before the final decision is due.”



Twilight, taking her place at the table, smiled at Luna and lifted a letter with her magic; Luna’s flowery signature stood out, reflecting unseen moonlight. “But that isn’t the reason you called us today, is it? Why the mystery, telling us to not talk about it with Celestia and sending Spike with Philomena to check on Peewee?”



“Wait, I know! She wants to throw a surprise party for Celestia!” said Pinkie Pie amidst a confetti and balloons explosion.



“That can’t be it, Pinkie. We don’t need to be sneaky like a timberwolf just to throw a get-together,” said Applejack.



“Actually, Pinkie Pie is right. And we do need to be quite sneaky indeed to fool my sister.”



Five pairs of eyes blinked in surprise, a sixth pair doing an unmistakable “I told you so” stare at Applejack.



Twilight recovered first. “Wait, why now? Celestia’s birthday isn’t for a few months yet.”



“No, but she could use some light distraction. The parties she is called to attend make the Grand Galloping Gala seem exciting in comparison, and with all her duties…”



“Ugh, I hope this isn’t like Twilight’s ‘Heavy is the crown’ speeches. They always put me to sleep,” Rainbow Dash whispered.



“Rainbow!” said Twilight, alarm in her eyes.



“‘Tis all right, Twilight.” Luna turned to Rainbow Dash. “The crown is always heavy for those who deserve it, and nopony deserve it more than my sister. But I will bore you no more with this talk of crowns and responsibilities; let us get instead to the party, and the perfect excuse I was given by a friend...”








“Okay, I get it. We can’t draw attention. But I still don’t see why we need disguises,” grumbled Rainbow Dash.



Rarity, sporting her designer glasses and an elegant indigo dress that covered her tail and made her mane seem a few shades lighter, turned her head fast enough to send her braided and tied mane whipping. “Because, if anypony asks about us, we are supposed to be with Princess Luna discussing how the princesses of the Moon and of Friendship can cooperate. Didn’t you pay attention? And what in the name of all things fashion are you wearing?”



“I... kinda dozed after Twilight and Luna started discussing history. But relax, nopony will recognize me like this.”



Rarity sighed and took a step back, pointing at a nearby bookstore’s front window and the book on the central stand. On its cover was a pegasus wearing the same pith helmet and shirt Rainbow Dash was using as disguise, and at the pegasus’s side Rainbow Dash herself.



“Er, okay, perhaps some fan could recognize me. We just need to do this before anypony gets the chance, and I can do fast.”



Rarity started walking again, slowly shaking her head. She nodded at a patrolling guard, waiting until her green mane was out of view before darting left through a backstreet. “Anything else you didn’t get?”



“I get it we are throwing a costume party, but who are those ponies we are supposed to dress as? And why aren’t we getting a costume for Celestia?”



“That is what that ‘story discussion’ was about.” Rarity inhaled. “To not make a history lesson of this, we are dressing as the bad guys Celestia defeated exactly five hundred years ago. Celestia doesn’t need a costume because she is going as herself.”



“Cool. Luna should have told this straight away instead of talking about that something revolution.”



“Here we are,” said Rarity after inhaling sharply, fixing her gaze at a rustic, but sturdy-looking and evidently well cared for, door as if her friendship depended on it. She knocked gently, waiting still while Rainbow Dash shifted her weight ceaselessly.



Moments later a sliding peephole opened. “Yes?”



Rarity smiled, though it didn’t have any effect on the eyes behind the peephole. “We are here on behalf of Fancy Pants and Fleur Dis Lee. Are the costumes for their surprise party next week ready?”



“Just a moment.” The peephole closed, the sharp sound of locks being unlatched coming from the door before it opened. “Fifteen suits of various sizes with matching capes and masks, all in red and black, is that correct? My assistant is bringing them. Are you sure you don’t want them delivered at the mansion?”



“So everypony knows he’s throwing a surprise party a week before?” Rainbow Dash waved her hoof. “No offense, but you guys aren’t made for discretion. We’ll take it from here.”



“If you say so,” said the salespony, eyeing Rainbow Dash from pith helmet to hoof. “Ah, here is the box with Fancy Pants’ commissioned costumes. You are free to take them as discreetly as you desire.”



“Everything seems fine,” said Rarity, taking a look inside the box. “Thank you.”



“Yeah, they look fabulous,” said Rainbow Dash, letting a warm smile color her eyes. “Now let me show you how to do a discreet delivery.”







“What in equestria was that?” asked Rarity as soon as they left the store and the back door was closed.



“I was just imitating you,” said Rainbow Dash with a sheepish grin.



“Wait?... No, I’m not talking about the ‘fabulous’ part. Why did you tell them they can’t be discreet?”



“I was just riling them about the secrecy bit. Now that pony wants to see me blunder, so he’ll make sure to not spill out before I’m caught.”



“Oh…” Rarity took a hoof to her chin. “It could work. Where did you learn that?”



Rainbow Dash stuck her chest, flaring her wings to keep the oversized box balanced on her back. “I’m the weather team leader, remember? That is —”



Rainbow Dash’t eyes darted up, her pupils dilating. In a single move she pushed Rarity into a shadow, shushing her.



“What is…” Rarity started to whisper.



Rainbow Dash pointed up at a trio of guard pegasi. “Standard search formation. They are looking for something.”



“Do you think they are searching for us?” Rarity craned her neck, trying to keep the pegasi in her field of view.



“No,” said Rainbow Dash, shaking her head. “But the guard answers to Celestia. If those guards report us, Luna’s surprise party will be busted.”



“But how will we get back to the castle’s secret entrance without being seen?” asked Rarity.



“Follow me; I know a thing or two about hiding from pegasi.” Rainbow Dash winked and smiled at Rarity. “But keep your eyes open for guards on the ground; you seem better at spotting them than I.”








A large basket balanced on her back, Applejack was smiling at Fluttershy. “Color me impressed, I never figured you a cook.”



Her own basket balanced on her back, Fluttershy cored. “Uh, I’m just good at following instructions.”



“Land sakes, that ain’t just followin’ no instructions. Your sweets look like they jumped outta that book Luna gave us!” Applejack lifted the cloth from her basket, showing its contents. “My baked goods look good, but not that good.”



“You are being too kind. I could never bake a pie like you, I’m not…” Fluttershy stopped, perking her ears. “Do you hear something?”



Applejack stopped, her ears scanning around. “Eeyup. Somepony coming this way. Sounds like…”



“Sweet Celestia!” whispered Fluttershy.



“Not funny,” said Applejack, darting into the first open door she saw, a massive green one.



“Sorry.”



The two ponies looked around, trying to decide where to hide. The room  looked like a double of the one where they met Luna and where their party would be held, but this time it was the normal sized furniture that was pushed to the side.



Then Applejack saw a cupboard, large enough to hide every Apple from Ponyville at the same time. Nodding to Fluttershy she raced towards it, the carefully stacked china atop the cupboard barely drawing a cursory glance. Opening the door for Fluttershy, Applejack followed her into the dark interior with a sigh of relief.



“Hey, watch out!”



“Rainbow Dash?”



“Can you, please, take your hoof off my horn?”



“Uh, why are you all here?”



A pale blue light washed the interior of the cupboard, revealing a tangle of four ponies against the inside the cupboard, bereft even of shelves and empty except for a large box and the two baskets.



“I think we are all here for the same reason, dear,” said Rarity, carefully removing Fluttershy’s wing from her face. “While we were bringing the costumes we noticed Celestia coming this way and hid inside this room. Thank goodness I emptied the cupboard before you showed up.”



“Yeah, but Celestia is taking her sweet time,” said Rainbow Dash, preening her feathers back into position.



“Whoa nelly, how can you tell if you’re stuck here?”



“I can,” said Rarity, pointing at her horn. “Gem-finding spell. I can sense Celestia’s regalia. Though there is a curious gem arrangement above her, almost at the ceiling.”



“And why is she even here?” grumbled Rainbow Dash. “Isn’t this wing of the castle always empty? Didn’t that pocketwatch guy guarantee Luna that Celestia’s schedule was full?”



The doors of the cupboard burst open, drawing from the ladies assorted gasps and stifled screams. “Ahem. If Princess Luna spent less time talking about the perfect present to her sister and more listening to ‘Pocketwatch guy’ I could have told her that the whole of Celestia’s afternoon schedule was in this wing. In this room, to be more precise, meeting the envoy of the Giraffe nation, whose tiara might be what Lady Rarity is detecting. Now, if you can leave the way you came before Celestia loses her patience with me…”



“I don’t think we can anymore,” said Rarity, pointing at something moving behind the wall. “Celestia is almost at the door.”



“Drat. I will try to delay her. You find another way out this room.” The mustached and bespectacled unicorn paused momentarily at the door, checked his red tailcoat and pocketwatch, and was out.



“How in tarnation are we supposed to leave? Those windows ain’t the kind that opens,” said Applejack, as she raced across the room’s outer wall.



“Perhaps we could take apart one?” asked Fluttershy, pointing to one of the windows.



“May I suggest that one?” said Rarity, pointing to the one window without a drawing. “Large panes. We could remove them in a minute.”



“Good thinking, you all.” Applejack pointed at each other pony in turn. “Fluttershy, help me with the window. Rarity, keep an eye, or a horn, on Celestia. Rainbow Dash, watch for guards outside; we ain’t getting through all this trouble just to be dragged back here.”



“Aye aye, cap,” said Rainbow Dash, while the other two ponies just nodded. “No pegasi guards in the sky, and the green tail of the last earthbound guard is just vanishing behind the corner.”



“Celestia is standing still. Wait… She is moving!”



“Dagnabbit. Rainbow Dash, help me take this pane, fast. Rarity, grab your costumes. Don’t worry about our food, we can always make more.








“Wow, Twilight, that cake is, like, the fourth largest one I’ve ever seen! And it looks delicious! Are you sure I can’t take even one teeny tiny bite?”



“Pinkie, I’ve already said that you can take as many bites as you want after the party starts, and not one second before. Now stop drooling and come help me with the decorations.”



“Okie Dokie Loki. But I don’t see anyplace left to decorate.”



Twilight looked around; it was true. They had already decorated every corner of the room, and then went over it all again. But where were the girls with the costumes and the food? Perhaps they also had a close encounter with Celestia, and without Pinkie’s twitchy tail to warn them… No, if Celestia had caught them I’m sure Luna would have already told us.



“Twilight!” Came the voice from an expanding midnight blue glow, revealing the shape of Princess Luna. “You have to empty this room. Now! And don’t go through the door, Celestia can see it.”



“Wait, what?” Twilight looked around, stunned, as Luna started to drag furniture across the room and Pinkie Pie started to shove all the decorations inside her party cannon.



“Your friends… broke the window… of the room… where the Giraffe envoy… would be welcomed,” said Luna, huffing with the effort of hauling the oversized furniture to the middle of the room.



“Isn’t there any other room? Every wing has dozens of them… Wait,” said Twilight, her hoof striking her forehead, “oversized rooms. Only two in the castle.”



“Exactly,” said Luna, as Twilight started helping shove the decoration inside the seemingly bottomless cannon. She took a few breaths before speaking again. “Celestia is already suspicious, we can’t deny her this room. But if she sees, or hears about, the cake or the decoration…”



“Which is why you are rearranging the furniture yourself. To buy us time,” said Twilight; Luna silently nodded as she started hauling furniture again. “Pinkie, can your cannon take the cake?”



“Nope. For that I need my welcome wagon back in Ponyville.”



“I’m done. I will delay my sister as long as I can, but expect her to go through this door at any second,” said Luna, already vanishing in a midnight blue starburst.



Twilight stopped trying to help the pink blur that was Pinkie to concentrate on the problematic cake. Pastry was particularly difficult to magick away; Spike had complained for a week after her previous attempt at teleporting a cake left the kitchen splattered with frosting and strawberries. She could move the cake through the window using an intangibility spell, but without somepony waiting outside to catch it the result would be a giant splatter just outside the window, which was still not good. What else could she do?



Her musings were interrupted by a knock on the door and the voice of Celestia’s scheduling advisor. As Twilight’s mind went blank, her only thought about making time, her horn flared and sparkled, sending a ball of lightning around the cake. Opening her eyes, and with her last effort, Twilight threw the cake up, preventing the spell from destroying the table.







“... your eyes, Twilight. Can you hear me?”



“Where…” Twilight’s vision cleared, showing five frowning faces around her. “Where am I?”



“The infirmary, darling. You passed out,” said Rarity.



“Using too much magic at once when you were in an excitable state,” said a green maned nurse at the side of the bed, her face an emotionless mask. “You just need a bit of rest, Princess. Now, I have other patients to attend to, but if you need anything don’t hesitate to call.”



As soon as the nurse was out of earshot Pinkie Pie started bouncing. “You missed all the fun with Gigi. Did you know a giraffe can topple a tree with a kick? Oh, and she loved firing my party cannon.”



“Wait,” said Twilight, wide eyed, “you let her fire your cannon? Was Celestia there?”



“Yup.”



“And what came out of the cannon?” asked Twilight, dread in her voice.



“Just confetti and streamers, silly. What did you expect, a whole party’s decorations?”



“I kinda expected that, yes,” said Twilight, her relief clear on her face and her voice.



“That is not how my cannon works. There are rules, you know. By the way, what did you do with the cake?”



“I... think I might have sent it through time,” said Twilight with a cringe.



“Uh, won’t it be back soon then?” asked Fluttershy.



“No. Yes. Maybe.” Twilight took a breath. “I didn’t send it to the past, I sent it to the future, and that is an one way trip. It will be technically back when we reach the moment I sent it to, but I’m not sure when I sent it to. I didn’t have time to calculate the tachyon flow or compensate for Canterlot’s theurgical eigen field…”



“Can you repeat this in our own language, please,” asked Rainbow Dash.



“The cake can reappear any time from an hour into the future to next week. Most likely just after moonrise, but I can’t be sure,” said Twilight, crestfallen.



“Then we can only have faith, sugarcube. Even if there ain’t any cake we can still do Luna’s get-together. We just have to hope it doesn’t appear before the party starts,” said Applejack, one hoof over Twilight’s withers.



“Celestia never found the food, we got it all back. Well, except for the cake,” added Fluttershy.



“The costumes are here too, and I’ve already made any needed adjustments. With Applejack’s help I’m sure I can fix the window of the green room; Celestia isn’t using it anymore,” continued Rarity.



“It’s a pity the cake is gone. I really, really wanted to taste it,” finished Pinkie Pie.



“I can’t fix the cake, but I think I have a plan B.” Twilight turned to the other five ponies. “Can you finish the preparations without me, and get enough sweets to make up for the missing cake? Cupcakes, pies, ice cream, anything?”



“Sure as sugar.” Applejack hugged Fluttershy. “You won’t believe what Fluttershy here can do, I’ll be happy to help her.”



“Good. Is the green room the other oversized one? I’ll meet you there after I get a spell ready.”








Twilight paced down the palace history museum, or the hall of memories as Celestia called it. Celestia’s own story was, after all, entwined with that of Equestria in such a way that it was impossible to separate the two.



Just a few paces into the long corridor made her eyes cloud. Here, she felt once again as the small filly looking up to her mentor, her idol. She could still feel Celestia’s wing over her back, could see in her mind’s eye Celestia’s loving gaze. She could spend the whole day here, opening each door, drinking from the overflowing cup of feelings each story, each memory, would bring her now that she knew how to appreciate it…



No. Not now. Blinking away the tears Twilight went to a specific door, the one that told the story of the failed Alicorn Revolution. One of the myriad hidden triumphs Celestia had during her monarchic reign, the one Fleur Dis Lee suggested as the theme of a small private celebration to Luna.



Opening the door as if it was a priceless tome, Twilight looked inside. Sniffling a bit due to all the dust she entered, going past the paintings and the texts, past the masks and other knickknacks, to stand in front of the only part of the room she remembered from her filly days: the commemorative pendant Celestia received from the archmage.



Or, rather, the description of the spell that it held, the one that would call forth a stunning display of Celestia’s cutie mark and that was used to celebrate Celestia’s victory. Though Twilight hated to admit it, in the memory of her days as a curious filly the pendant was just a blur of gold and blue, whereas the scroll with the too complex words of power for a filly to understand stood in sharp relief.



The spell already committed to memory, Twilight was turning to leave when a particular picture of a pony caught her attention. The pony itself wasn’t remarkable in any way, and his garb merely repeated the red and black theme mirrored everywhere across the room, but closing his cape was a familiar amulet, one she first saw on the neck of a self proclaimed great and powerful magician.



Her curiosity piqued, Twilight started looking at the story of the doomed conspiracy that used masked balls to meet and plan their attacks. It was almost an hour before she remembered why she was here; berating herself for her lack of focus, she wondered if the other guests had arrived — Spike, returned from his little trip; Fleur Dis Lee and Fancy Pants, who idealized and financed this little party; Spitfire and Soarin, who would make sure the guests arrived on time, despite having no forewarning; and a few others Twilight had never met before. Making a mental note to come back later, Twilight set off to the green room, already planning how to best use the spell to surprise Celestia.








Luna, her red and black cape and the fake Alicorn amulet lending her an aura of mystery and danger, opened the large red door just in time to hear the green maned mare finish, “and then Princess Luna approached to invite you to the party. Your Highness know the rest.”



Glaring at the green maned mare, and then at Celestia, Luna said, “Sister! I thought we had agreed not to involve any secret agents in our game!”



“Calm down, Luna. I gave her express orders to not hinder your efforts and only contact me after the game was ended. I call it a draw; I figured that you were throwing a party, but could figure neither where nor the theme.”



“If I may,” asked the green maned pony. As soon as both princesses assented she continued, “After Princess Celestia found that Princess Twilight would be involved Her Highness wanted a more complete recount of this last game.” She turned to Luna, bowing her head. “I hope you can forgive me for not following your earlier order.”



“You have nothing to beg forgiveness for,” said Luna with a smile. “Now, if you excuse us, I want to talk to my sister.”



As soon as the door closed behind the retreating spy, Celestia allowed her smile to turn into a smirk. “Though you did stretch our understanding thin, Luna. Using Spike to deprive me of the help of my pet, and getting assistance from my scheduling advisor, was fine; but getting help from Twilight and her friends to this extent, while not against the letter of our little rules, is dangerously close to breaking their intent.”



“Close, but no further. In any case, what do you think of their performance?” asked Luna.



“Clumsy, but that is expected from anypony without the training. With the proper coaching…” Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Luna, did you arrange this game to test those girls?”



“Maybe,” said Luna, her smile mysterious as the new moon. “Don’t you think you have been sheltering them excessively? I recall you did the same to me after my return. And even without your crazy idea of making all of them honorary princesses they will still need to learn how to deal with deception; everypony in a position of power does, even those that earned it. Mayhaps specially those that earned it.”



“The power of the Tree of Harmony. Now that the whole of Equestria has seen them wielding it, perhaps you are right. But just throwing a party doesn’t make them ready…” Celestia frowned hearing Luna’s crystalline laughter. “Am I missing something?”



“The choice might not be on your hooves anymore, Sister. I left Twilight most of the clues needed to pierce our little games, and your overzealous use of the guard and your spy to tail them shall supply the rest; all she needs is a moment of clarity to fit all pieces together.”



“I… see. Very well, if Twilight and her friends come to me, I will start training them in statecraft. And I concede defeat on your second surprise. But before you leave one last question: how did you miss that my schedule would keep me in the same wing as your party the whole day?”



“I didn’t,” said Luna, beaming. “What kind of challenge would it be if the girls were secreted in a different wing of the castle? Though I trusted them, this test was for their sake as much as it was for your own. Now, don’t dally, though your scheduling advisor made sure to clear your schedule, the party —”



Luna glanced up, her horn flaring before the sparks could end. Out of the ball of lightning, a cake — or, rather, the cake, with all its three-levels glory, and the radiance of Celestia’s Sun displayed on all of them — appeared out of thin air, narrowly missing the disappearing Princess of the Night but hitting Celestia squarely in the head.



“I know you wanted to taste the cake,” started Luna, with a giggle, from just beyond the door. “But that is —”



“Not. One. More. Word.”



“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me. I will even send some wet towels and tell everypony at the part that you have been momentarily detained,” said the still giggling Luna as she closed the large red doors.
      

      
   
      Terror Incognita


      

      
      
         The two doors were immense. Each was carved from a single block of wood taller even than the redwoods of Califoalnia. In spite of that, the viewer could clearly make out even the topmost detail in the many elaborate carvings that seemed to capture every great endeavor of ponykind, every gleam of polish that had been lovingly applied. They were a pair of titanic works of art, but the center of each was unmarked, unvarnished, unfinished.



Behind them came a trio of voices, the words indistinct but the tones clearly displeased. Zealous fervor, quiet patience, and aged wisdom argued back and forth. From the sound of it, they would be at it until the stars went out.



Just outside the doors was a single filly, laughably small compared to them. Judging by the hopeless way she gazed at them, her ears and bow drooping, she felt as insignificant as they made her seem.



"Impressive."



"Yeah," said the filly, not moving her head. "A lot more than me."



"I don't know about that. I didn't come for them."



Apple Bloom blinked and turned to look at the speaker. Her eyes widened as she bolted to her hooves. "Princess Luna?"



Luna smiled. "Indeed. Well met by moonlight, Apple Bloom."



The filly looked around. There wasn't much to see. Aside from the double doors, the surroundings were a vague, misty void. She looked up. More of the colorless haze. "If you say so. This is a dream, right?"



"Does it matter?" asked Luna.



Apple Bloom turned to her, still frowning. "It does to me."



Luna nodded. "Then it matters. You are dreaming, yes. The state of our surroundings reflects the state of your thoughts." She looked to the doors. "I well understand the roots of it. There are few fears like that of the unknown, for you do not even know what or why to fear. And yet, your heart still quails in terror."



Apple Bloom pouted and kicked at the indistinct ground. "It ain't that bad."



"I wasn't lying when I called this edifice impressive," said Luna. "In all my time, I doubt I have ever seen a construct of such sheer magnitude." She turned back to Apple Bloom, sat beside her, and spread a wing over her. "As I see it, you have three options here."



"Yeah?" Apple Bloom squirmed a little under the feathers. "What are they?"



Luna retracted her wing. "Well, first of all, you could walk away."



Apple Bloom looked behind them. "Where to?"



"The symbolism would be more important than any destination," said Luna. "You would be saying that whatever lies beyond isn't truly important to you."



"Of course it's important!" cried Apple Bloom. "I can't just walk away from my family! Especially not when they're all riled up over something! If it's my fault and I try and put it off, that'll just make it worse when I gotta face the music!"



Luna nodded. "Indeed. I should not be surprised that Honesty's sister can see the truth so clearly, or that she refuses to lie to herself about something so important. In that case, another option is to go in here and now."



Apple Bloom turned to the doors. Her head trailed up as she took in their whole height. "How am I supposed to do that?"



"They seem insurmountable, yes," said Luna, "but a seeming is all they are. You should be able to open them with the lightest push."



Apple Bloom stood and approached the doors. She raised a shaking hoof, but a sudden shout from the other side sent her scurrying back. From behind Luna, she asked, "I don't suppose you could do it for me?"



The princess rose and extended a leg. When her hoof came within a few inches of the wood, a field of yellow light appeared between the two. Luna pressed against it, throwing all her weight against the barrier, but she could not press through it. "As I suspected," she huffed. "Whatever lies on the other side is meant for you and you alone."



"But you're the dream princess! Can't you just knock them down?"



"Not without doing grievous harm to your mind, Apple Bloom." Luna held her horn against the barrier for a few seconds. "And unless I miss my guess, even if I were to tear the moon and stars down from the heavens and lay siege with them, this portal would still hold."



Apple Bloom gulped. "So, uh, what's my third option?"



"Sit here for the rest of time, lacking the courage to move forward or move on." Luna shrugged her wings as she watched Apple Bloom scowl. "I only said you had options. I didn't say they were all good ones."



Apple Bloom sat, tracing fleeting patterns into the mist with a forehoof. After some time, she looked back up and said, "Can't I just wake up?"



Luna tilted her head. "Tell me, how would that be different from walking away?"



"Well, the way I see it, this is a lot like Hoof-Horn-Wing. You got three choices, but you can also just say you ain't playing the game." Apple Bloom dropped her face into her frogs. "You can also cheat, waggle your ears like crazy, and say you picked 'alicorn,' but I don't think that'd work here."



Luna nodded. "Indeed it would not. It is true, you can wake up, choose not to choose. I could even rouse you now."



"You can?" Apple Bloom perked up. "Great! Go ahead and—"



"But," Luna said, raising a hoof, "that will not be the end of it. Do not think this is some idle fancy of your slumbering mind, child. This dream demands a decision, and if you do not give it one, it will come again and again, night after night, until you give it one. No other dream will come to you, and even if I could supply one, I would not, for the consequences here are far greater than—"



"Alright, alright, I get it! For Celestia's sake." Apple Bloom gasped and covered her mouth. "Er, begging your pardon, Luna. Ma'am. Your Highness."



Luna just smiled. "Think nothing of it. I am long used to ponies swearing by my sister. But the point stands; you will have to choose eventually."



Apple Bloom gulped and brought herself to her hooves. Once more, she approached the door. The sounds of her family redoubled in volume, if not in clarity. She looked over her withers at the drifting mists behind her. She looked to Luna. "I don't suppose you got any more advice?"



Luna shook her head. "I fear I may have said too much already. The choice must be yours."



Apple Bloom sighed. "Figures." She shut her eyes and thrust out a foreleg.



The right door opened with much creaking and groaning, though its motion was smooth. Apple Bloom winced with every protest of the hinges. As the last echoes died down, the three voices were silent. Beyond the door was a pitch-black expanse, but the door could still be seen clearly.



Apple Bloom took it in and tilted her head in thought. "Okay, how's that work?"



"It would seem," said Luna, "that rather than there being no light by which to see, there is nothing to be lit or seen."



"Well, that ain't creepy at all." Apple Bloom and probed at the darkness. Some surface supported her hoof. "At least it ain't gonna be one of them falling dreams." She turned to Luna. "Thank you, Princess."



"No thanks necessary, Apple Bloom. It is my pleasure and my duty to aid dreamers in need." Despite that, Luna's smile had definitely grown.



The filly cracked her neck. "Wish me luck."



"Good luck, Apple Bloom. May you have no need of it."



Apple Bloom took a deep breath, then took a step across the threshold. No horror pounced on her. No family shouted at her. She took another, more confident step, then another, and then began to walk in earnest. As she passed the door, it silently swung shut behind her. Once the latch clicked closed, wood began to vanish from the centers of both doors as the carvings began to complete themselves.



Luna was left alone in the misty antechamber. She lit her horn. The yellow energy flared again, covering the doors until she ceased her spell. "It won't let me follow her," she said. "Again, impressive." With that, she left the dream.
Luna awoke in one of the many chambers in Castle Canterlot, a niche hidden behind more than a dozen defensive layers of matter and magic both.



Fantasia, the bat-winged captain of the Dreamguard, saluted her. "How did it go, Mistress?"



"I do not know." Luna rose and considered the centerpiece of the chamber. They were useful for storing more than her physical form, and this one held a painted canvas. "Do you think Celestia knows the number of fell treasures we hide beneath her muzzle?"



"I cannot say for certain, Mistress," said Fantasia. "In your absence, she asked us to go where the sun could not shine. We serve that purpose still."



Luna nodded. "Well, I suppose even if she does know, she has no right to complain. Keeping Discord in the garden like some trophy, honestly..."



Fantasia cleared her throat. "Mistress?"



Luna nodded. "Yes, of course. Forgive an old mare her dithering." She took in the painting for what felt like the thousandth time.



By mortal reckoning, it had been old even at the advent of the Nightmare, but her own magic had preserved it over the centuries. On the right edge were beauty and peace, tranquil fields and calm clouds. On the left were ruin and devastation, fire and lightning. Between them, bearing with them that havoc, were three mares: one horned, one winged, and one neither. The unicorn was wreathed in ribbons of bilious magic that poured from her horn and eyes, her phantasms obscuring her cutie mark. The pegasus left the trail of storm clouds that bedeviled the countryside in their wake, bolts coruscating over her body. And then there was the earth mare, leading their charge, wearing strange armor and bristling with stranger weapons. The three mares' colors were all too familiar to Luna, as they would be to any Ponyvillian who saw the painting. Their coats and manes marked them as the Cutie Mark Crusaders, full-grown and laying waste to all of Equestria.



In one corner, signed in a blackish brown that had once been red, there was a single word, artist and title both: "Eschaton."



"Painted from a true dream even as it was being dreamt," said Luna. "But ever have the foretellings of mortal dreamseers been maddeningly vague. What makes those fillies into these monsters? Am I fighting or fostering this prophecy?"



"Could it be coincidence?" asked Fantasia.



Luna shook her head. "I had hoped it was so when I first saw them, but now I know it is not. No normal filly could bar my way, or pursue me untrained through the realms of sleep, or throw off its yoke and toss me out on my ear. These three are the ones Eschaton saw, so mighty that their dreams of destruction reverberated through time. I dare not leave them to their own devices, and yet it could be my intervention that makes them into wha we see here. When I helped Scootaloo face her fears, did I gentle the terror that would become hatred, or did I inspire the courage she will twist into tyranny? When I showed Sweetie Belle—"



Fantastia nudged Luna's side. "Mistress, you're rambling."



Luna gave a single soft laugh. "I suppose I am. What do you think, fair Fantasia? Am I delivering us from this threat or dooming us to it?"



This got a shrug. "It is not for me to say, Mistress."



Luna snorted. "And what of our eyes in Ponyville? What do they say.



"I admit, their reports are disturbingly similarity to the chaos shown in the painting," said Fantasia. "Still, perhaps this is the prophecy. Perhaps it is only foals' play and the dreams of an entire town that inspired Eschaton."



Luna sneered. "We should be so lucky."



Fantasia shrugged her wings. "We can only wait and see, Mistress."



"Perhaps," said Luna, focusing on the earth pony, still unable to suss out the mare's state of mind from her painted eyes. What was she thinking? What had brought her to this point? "Perhaps."
      

      
   
      Funatics


      

      
      
         In late autumn, the dawn comes up slowly, stretchingly, a cat curling awake before rising to its paws in search of milk. Celestia on her balcony wears that same feline smile as her horn shimmers and glows, and at exactly the agreed-upon time, the graying blackness begins deepening to blue. The first bright curve of the sun's crown inches over the lovely and familiar hills to the east of Canterlot—



And that, judging by the flicker of her ears, is when she notices the two spots also rising, but these from within the walls of the city that's stirring to life down the slope before her. One of the spots seems to glow with all the light of the oncoming day while the other holds the last bit of darkness from the withdrawing night. They don't distract her from her duty, of course—the sun continues steadily upward—but I imagine that they attract a sliver of her attention the way any new occurrence would during this, her age-old ritual.



That they're balloons should be obvious from the strings trailing after them and the drifting dance they perform among the thermals swirling from the awakening chimneys below. A white balloon and a black one, she must surely see by now, they have freed themselves or have been freed from their earthly restraints to wander in leisurely flight through the early morning sky.



The mystery of the spots solved, she no doubt prepares to focus the fullness of her attention back to the job at hoof. But that is the very instant when the balloons shift in directions contradictory to the prevailing breeze. They swoop toward one another, in fact, meet just at the top of the sun's disk relative to a viewer standing upon Celestia's balcony, and twirl about in most unballoonlike fashion. Their strings clasp and intertwine, tying themselves into a dainty knot, and the two balloons, now embracing as it were, proceed onward in natural progression, their pace ever so slightly faster than that of the dawn burgeoning into glorious radiance behind them.



Sunny's tiny gasp is very music to my ears, and it takes all my strength not to burst into my own twirling dance there at her side. Her gaze doesn't stray from the morning's vista, but she leans, touching her shoulder to mine. Together we stand, the transfer of universal power briefly connecting our inner selves as night gives way to day. "Thank you, Starry," she mutters.



I sleep untroubled till the afternoon begins its precipitous tumble toward evening. Alas, the sudden rush of the Day Staff to wrap things up at this time of the year always seems a bit harried to me. My countenance, however, is serenity itself, and I rather think I have a calming effect as I glide from station to station. At least my smiles and nods engender smiles and nods in return from both my Night Staff and their daytime counterparts as salutations, briefings, and farewells are exchanged.



Our ponies are so wonderfully adaptable! A mere five years since my return, and the palace in Canterlot runs with a light-hearted smoothness I find entirely captivating. Egalitarianism Sunny calls it, a word both chewy and crunchy, and while I may miss some of the things about our old castle, this modern age has much to recommend it.



Taking flight from the forecourt where tourists snap photos of both me and the changing of the mortal guard, I make my way airborne to my balcony, there to await Celestia's arrival. It's become our custom that the currently ruling diarch brings the mantle of command to the diarch-in-waiting as a symbol of power freely surrendered. Sunny arrives exactly on time, of course, and she updates me on the state of Equestria since last we met. I make note of what events concern her and share my thoughts on a few matters, and then the sun is descending into the hills west of Canterlot.



For all my love of words, I know of none to describe this moment. Assuming the weight of the world is my go-to phrase, but it has an ominous quality to it that the experience almost entirely lacks. I slide into our shared power as into a comfortable garment and embrace both the puzzles it brings me to solve and the joys it brings me to share. Eyes on the east, I touch the moon with a loving caress that causes its crown to peak grinningly into the darkening sky—



And flex my nostrils at a sudden scent. Sweet but not perfumey, light but not ephemeral, it makes me think of breakfast and dinner both, of long, lazy days and warm, brilliant nights. It draws a sliver of my attention downward to the gardens spread below my balcony and to a plant I've not seen there before, a shrub tucked into a space between two jacaranda trees.



Its leaves show a green edging toward black as evening's shadows gather around it. Half its flowers, golden-yellow, are drawing their petals closed, tucking themselves away for the night. The shrub's other flowers, however, silver-gray, are concurrently stirring themselves to life, petals opening to greet the rising moon. And the exquisite, mingled aroma of the blossoms both awakening and retiring makes me gasp in wonder and delight.



Pulling the night entirely into place and setting the stars to shine, I turn to my sister, see the love of the moment reflected on her face—



And realize that this means war.








Pinkie Pie blinks for a distressingly long time at the word I've written across the chalkboard in my personal workroom, the white-washed, cylindrical space entirely empty save for the two of us, the board, and its accoutrements. I'm on the verge of simply telling her what it means when a smile enlightens not just her face but her whole body. "Oh, I get it! You wrote 'Fanatics,' but you put a 'u' where the first 'a' should be! So it's 'Funatics' instead!" She begins hopping in place, and I can think of nothing less than an arrow quivering against a drawn-back bowstring, eager for its unleashing. "Are we gonna have some fanatic fun, Princess? Are we, are we, are we?"



Almost, I regret the necessity of this meeting. But one thing my life with Celestia has taught me is that overwhelming force brought swiftly to bear is the only viable option when engaging with her. "In truth, Pinkie Pie, I had also thought the word might be considered as 'Lunatics' with the initial 'L' replaced by an 'F.' For I've long considered 'foo' to be the most whimsical of syllables."



"'Foo-na-tics.'" Coming to a halt, Pinkie cocks her head. "Or 'Fun-at-tics.'" She rolls her eyes in one direction, then in the other before focusing back on me. "So which is it?"



"Both." I underline the word with the chalk I have suspended in the glow of my horn. "Simultaneously."



"Ooooo." She begins hopping and quivering again. "A word like that makes me see cream pies flying everywhere! Whoopee cushions stacked to the sky! Seltzer bottles by the gross! Itching powder in bulk! Phony flowers squirting like fountains into the—"



"Nay, good Pinkie, nay!" This, I'd felt since dispatching my chariot to Ponyville immediately after Celestia and I had had supper and she had repaired to her chambers for the night, would prove the most difficult part of this entire operation: explaining things to Pinkie Pie.



"I know," I say as gently as I can, "that your forte in the cosmos of Laughter is the prank, and you have taught me well in its ways. But surely you have a familiarity with the gentle, more heartwarming sort of humor as well? The sweet laughter shared between sisters as they express their affections for one another?" I slash the chalk across the chalkboard once again. "For that is the meaning I wish to express by means of this portmanteau word! Before this upcoming dawn, we must show ourselves worthy of this title and make my sister smile in loving recognition at the display we create! We must reach into our very depths, Pinkie Pie, and bring forth a concept so brimming with fun and frolic that the sky itself will crack with joy to behold it!"



Pinkie blinks, then shrugs. "We can do that instead, I guess." Stepping forward, she snatches the chalk from the blue folds of my magic with her teeth. "Something intellectual," she says around it, and drawing a lumpy shape on the chalkboard, she writes the word 'brain' underneath it. "But with genuine feeling, too." She draws a cartoon heart and labels it appropriately. "Something that says, 'Hi, Celestia! It's me, Luna! I love you! Let's always be friends!'" She reaches into the tangle of her mane, pulls out a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, perches them on her snout, then looks at me over the top of them. "That the general idea?"



A chill shivers along my spine. "Oh, yes, Pinkie! Yes, indeed!"



She rolls the chalk from one side of her mouth to the other. "I'm thinking two balloons, one white, one black."



Now I start blinking. "That...that was my thought exactly. And indeed, it went marvelously this morning."



Her eyes go wide. "Wow! Looks like I did teach you well!" She turns back to the chalkboard, writes the number one, draws a balloon, then scratches a quick check mark beside it. "We're already on to Phase Two!" She writes the number two followed by a five-pointed star. "It needs to be personal from you, so what'd be better than the stars? They're, like, totally your thing, right?"



"They are." My mind races. "But they have appointed courses! I can't simply—!"



"Now, now, now." Pinkie raises a front hoof. "There may be a can't in cantankerous and cantaloupe, but we aren't those things, neither one of us." She taps her hoof against her star drawing. "Besides, it's on the big board now, Missy, and you can't just erase something once it goes on the big board!"



I quirk an eyebrow at her. "Can't?"



Grinning, she leans sideways at an angle slightly steeper than gravity should allow. "Don't mind if I do!"



The laugh coughs out of me with a creak like a rusty gate, and certain parts of my brain begin regretting this meeting more than ever. But the rest of me tells those parts to stop being such sourpusses, and I rub my chin. "Perhaps comets or asteroids rather than stars: they're a good deal smaller and more easily maneuvered."



"Two of them." She draws a second star next to the first. "You probably don't want them crashing together in a huge, cosmic explosion or anything." She looks back over her shoulder. "Unless you do want that 'cause that'd pretty much be the coolest thing ever!"



Touching my chin again, I pretend to think about it. "No explosions," I say at last, and her disappointment is nearly tangible in the confines of my workroom. "We'll make it meteors, one flying down from the north-east, the other coming up from the south-east." I wrap my magic around another piece of chalk, pull it from the box on the counter, and make a small 'x' between her stars. "I'll arrange their paths so that they skim through the atmosphere rather than plunge into it, and they'll cross just above the rising sun when seen from Celestia's balcony before they head back into the depths of space."



"Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding!" She doesn't produce a bell or anything; she merely shouts the word 'ding' five times at the top of her substantial voice. "We have a winner!"



"Very well!" Spreading my front hooves, I consult the universal power flowing over, around, and through me. "If I begin now and focus intently for the rest of the night, I should be able to bring two appropriate chunks of rock into position." I nod to Pinkie; she's chewing, and while I notice that her piece of chalk is gone, I refuse to think about it. "I would be honored if you'd accept the palace's hospitality for the night, Pinkie Pie. You've done me an invaluable service."



"Can I play in the kitchen?" she asks, her eyes lighting up.



"Will you maintain a mere minimum of mayhem?"



"Only 'cause it's alliterative!"



"Then go!" I stomp a hoof. "But let nothing of what transpired here this evening leave this chamber! We are the Foonatics, and 'foo' shall ever be our watchword!"



"We're Fun-at-tics," Pinkie says. "Though we can have fun in places other than attics if we really want to."



"We do!" I unseal the door and push it open. "And we shall!"



As I'd suspected, the gravimetric calculations indeed take me the rest of the night, but I still manage to keep an eye on the business of Equestria. And while a few more fillies and colts perhaps find themselves enjoying dreams full of mathematics, well, that sort of thing's all for their future good, isn't it?



All that really matters is that I have everything set when I fold my wings and land upon Sunny's balcony in the pre-dawn darkness. She's there, of course, as radiant as always, and her gasp when the meteors streak in, cross over the rising sun, and zoom away makes every bit of the effort worthwhile.



I shift the balance to her, we nuzzle and have breakfast, I sleep the sleep of the just all day, and that evening—



That evening as I slip the moon into the sky, two birds begin chirping in sweet, melodious counterpoint from the new bush between the jacaranda trees below my balcony: a thrush bidding the day good-bye and a nightingale welcoming in the night. The sliver of attention I offer the perfect display of harmony shows me a butter-yellow pegasus directing the music, and my heart overflowing with love for my sister, I know exactly what I have to do next.








Twilight Sparkle blinks at my chalkboard. "Wait. How do you pronounce it again?"



With a sigh, Pinkie pushes her glasses further up her nose. "Both ways at once!"



I shake my head. "Truthfully, Twilight, we haven't time for semantics. We have but until dawn to create the perfect gift to show my sister how important she is to me. You were Celestia's student, so you should know—"



"Cake," Twilight says, her wings ruffling with her shrug. "You can't go wrong giving her cake."



"Mmmm..." Pinkie's whole face curves into a smile. "And the kitchen here is just the dreamiest. So...many...spatulas..."



Clearing my throat, I attempt to steer my co-conspirators back to a place that might be within shouting distance of the point. "Cake is, of course, always an option, but I just— I want to— I should somehow be able to show her—" My throat runs dry, and I try to find the words to explain the turmoil in my chest. After several sputtering seconds, however, all I can say is, "She's Celestia."



"I hear you." Twilight nods. "Talk about the mare who has everything! I mean—" Her gaze darts around the nearly empty room. "This doesn't leave these walls, but for her birthday every year, I still make these little drawings to give her the same way I have since I was a foal."



"Drawings?" Pinkie grins. "I didn't know you did any art stuff, Twilight!"



"Only for her." The plaintive note in her voice is so very, very familiar, it makes me swallow. "They're just silly little cartoons and not very good, but, well, they're about the only thing nopony else can give her."



More silence settles over us, but Pinkie breaks it quickly: chalk squeaking between her teeth, she puts a check mark next to the number two on the board. "Time for Phase Three, then." She writes the number three, and after it sketches a fairly good likeness of my profile with the label 'Luna' below it. "Be her sister, Princess. 'Cause you're the only pony who can."



And as much as I want to grab hold of that simple and inarguable fact, sink my teeth into it and never let it go, I can't. Because I know the truth. "That...that's not good enough." Which is half the truth and as much of it as I was planning to speak out loud mere seconds ago. But suddenly, here in this room with these ponies, half the truth isn't enough. "I'm not good enough," I finish, my gaze fixed firmly on the floor.



Another instant of silence, then wings and hooves are embracing me, Twilight's voice in my right ear—"That's not true, Luna! Not true at all!"—and Pinkie's in my left—"It's the lyingest lie any pony ever made up!"



I don't know what startles me the most: the physical contact or the vehemence behind their words. My inability to choose between freezing and fleeing becomes itself a choice, but sitting there with the two of them warm and solid around me, I can at least choke out: "It was only due to you and your friends that I didn't complete my descent into utter degradation! Only because of you that I could finally see what I'd become and beg my sister's forgiveness!" Tightness clenches my throat, but I won't let it stop me. "Don't you see? When you gave me my life back, I gave it to her! And she...she returned it to me with her love! How can I...how can I ever repay her?"



That's when I lose the fight, lose the power of speech, lose the ability to see through the water welling up between my eyelids. Twilight and Pinkie never slacken their grips, never pull away from my face pressed to their shoulders, and after a time, I'm able to draw a full breath again. "Ah," is the first semi-intelligible sound to emerge from my mouth, but I follow it quickly with, "I could've used the two of you a thousand-odd years ago. The history of Equestria would likely have turned out a good deal differently." I pull back far enough to see their faces but not so far that they'll have to let me go.



Twilight's eyes are full of concern, but her smile is genuine enough. "You're all right now?" she asks.



"She is," Pinkie answers. She waves a hoof toward the chalkboard. "Phase Three's up on the big board, Missy, and you know better'n anypony that it's the only real option. So the question is: are you ready?"



"Very nearly." With a sigh, I activate my horn to push the workroom door open and pull a box of facial tissues in from the lavatory. "We'll need to contact Spike and your other Ponyville friends first to see if they're available for breakfast in the morning. Although I believe Fluttershy may already be here in the palace..."



Judicious inquiries not only turn up Fluttershy tucked away in a guest bedroom with two of her avian companions, but we also find Rainbow Dash in the room next door. "I got a note from Princess Celestia," she tells us all in my parlor once we've convened there. "She said she wasn't sure, but she thought she might need a Double Rainboom going off just after sunset tomorrow."



For the briefest of instants, I'm tempted to ask Rainbow if she'd mind performing her stunt at dawn, but I let it go. As I was the only party involved in the war of the past few days, I can just as unilaterally declare a cease-fire.



Twilight volunteers to bear the breakfast invitations to Spike, Applejack, and Rarity, and I'm interested to see that her long-range teleportation skills have definitely improved during her tenure as a princess: she returns intact with smiles and positive acknowledgements. Pinkie sets to work assembling what she refers to as "one epically gigantic cinnamon streusel 'cause it's a cake you eat for breakfast!" And I send the others to bed with the warning that I shall be waking them a great deal earlier than they might like.



Performing my duties that night both in the waking world and the dreaming brings me a lightness I've not felt in quite some time—millennia, perhaps. The weight of the world balances exactly between my wings, and dispensing law, justice, and mercy with a stern but cheerful hope, I find that that those who come under my purview are somehow taking that hope, amplifying it, and reflecting it back at me. And as much as I have always loved administering my realm, on this particular night, my every deed seems to resonate across Equestria more strongly than ever.



I'm in fact quite invigorated as I set into the last hour before dawn. I check on Pinkie, putting the final touches on a veritable rain barrel of a coffee cake with so buttery and magnificent an aroma, it's all I can do to drag myself away to awaken the others. Twilight pops into the spaces between space almost immediately to fetch the three members of our party still in Ponyville, and once Pinkie has sworn them all in as Funatics, I leave them discussing how the word should be pronounced and head for Sunny's balcony.



She's waiting there, of course, and the semi-startled look on her face makes me think she senses the change in me. "All's well, sister?" she asks.



"More than usual," I answer. I give her my report on how Equestria has fared during the night, and she replies with her usual thoughtful responses. We then turn to the east, and I nudge her with an elbow. "Fear not," I say, beginning the process of sloughing off the weight of the world. "No stunts this morning."



"Oh?" She gives me a sideways glance and grin. "Then the war is over?"



The phrase too clever by half, I've always thought, was coined specifically with my sister in mind. "Your victory breakfast awaits you within," I tell her, "along with the Princess of Friendship and our other friends from Ponyville. We don't see them enough, so I invited them to visit this morning." I can't stop a sigh. "I shan't say they're a gift since, like everything else in this world, they aren't mine to give you." We're standing side by side watching the sun come up, so I can't really meet her gaze. "But still, Sunny, I...I love you, and I hope we'll always be friends."



"I agree with every word." She leans into me, and the warmth of her touch loosens the last knots in my midsection. "Except for that one part."



"Oh?" The mantle of universal power shifts from my shoulders, and I'm once again left both fuller and emptier. "And which part is that?"



"The part where you say you don't have a gift to give me." Turning, Sunny bathes me in the radiance of her complete attention. "This whole half of the year, Starry, from the summer solstice to the first day of winter." Her smile is sweeter than any songbirds' melody, than the fragrance of any dozen flowers. "The way you let me have a few more seconds of sleep every morning? That's the most wonderful of all possible gifts." Stepping forward, she bends her neck to embrace mine. "And to have my sister with me again, now and forever," she mutters. "I don't mind that at all, either."



I can't help chuckling into her shoulder. "Glad to be of service," I tell her. "Now, our friends have a breakfast cake with your name on it awaiting you in the—"



Wheeling away, she leaps from the balcony. "I hope you made two!" she calls back, flapping with all her considerable might toward the dining room.



Blinking, I laugh and leap after her.
      

      
   