
      All in the Ground


      

      
      
         Fluttershy gazed up into the sky, straining her eyes to try and spot a certain pegasus against the infinite blue of the sky. 

 Her eyes were watering, and not from the blinding glare of the sun.

 Rainbow Dash had promised she would fly down to Ponyville the moment flight camp was over, but she wouldn't have had time to get her last letter. She didn't know that...that...

 A sob welled up in Fluttershy's throat, and something hot and wet spilled onto her cheeks.

Suddenly, something shot out of the sky. 

A pegasus!

"Rainbow Dash!" Fluttershy gurgled.

The mare circled above Fluttershy, and spread her wings, landing softly on the ground behind her. 

"Learned that trick in flight camp!", she boasted.

 Turning around, she saw Fluttershy's tearful face.

 "Flutters! What's wrong?"

 "It's...it's..."

 "Is it the orphanage? I bet it's the orphanage! What happens in there? I won't let anything hurt you, Flutters!" Rainbow Dash shouted, giving a filthy glance at the cozy straw thatched building that was the Ponyville Orphanage. 

"No, Rainbow Dash, it's not the orphanage. I like it. It's nothing like flight camp. It's about Fluffy."Fluttershy whispered quietly.

"Fluffy? That rabbit? Wow, Flutters, for a moment I was really worried there. If it's about a rabbit, it can't be that bad!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed.

 "Rainbow..."

  "So what happened to Fluffy? Sprained a paw?"

  "Fluffy had baby bunnies..."

   "More rabbits? Don't you need to stop somewhere, Flutters?"

 "...And she died."

  "Wait, what?! Fluffy...she...?"

 Fluttershy gave a small, tight nod.

 "Oh, Flutters...when did it happen?"

 "Just today...I never even knew she going to have bunnies.I never even got to say goodbye."

 "Where, um... is she?"

 "Still in the rabbit hutch." Fluttershy mumbled.

 Rainbow Dash wrapped herself around Fluttershy, giving her a warm, if slightly awkward hug.

  "Take me to your bunny, Flutters."




  Fluffy was only a soft heap of white against the straw of her hutch.

  She didn't look dead. Just small and still.

  Rainbow Dash tried to shield Fluttershy from the sight, spreading her wings in front of her.

  It didn't make any difference. Fluttershy refused to be shielded.

  She rushed to the hutch.

  And promptly started crying again. 

  "Aw, Flutters..."

  A squeak suddenly came from the hutch.

  "Rainbow Dash? Did you hear that?"

  "Um, yeah?"

  Fluttershy leaped into action, slamming open the door of the hutch, and carefully digging through the straw.

  "Flutters? What are you doing?!"

   In response, Fluttershy pulled something out of the straw, something tiny and pink.

  "What is that?"

   "A bunny.It looks like one of Fluffy's babies lived."

   "What'll you name it?"

   Fluttershy thought for one moment.

  "Angel."

  "I guess that's a good name for a bunny."

  "Rainbow?"

  "Huh?"

  "I think we can bury Fluffy."




    While Fluttershy held the cardboard box filled with straw that would serve as Angel's nest, Rainbow dug the grave under a tree.

    The warm summer sun shone down upon them all as Fluffy was placed deep in the ground.




     The summer was as warm as the one so long ago.

     The tree was much bigger, the orphanage gone, but the place felt the same. 

      Fluttershy wasn't crying now, though. She had seen dozens of animal's eyes dim, hundreds of creatures age, graying and withering until they were nothing but a little bundle of motionless fur.

      It was painful. It made her numb, the kind of numb that ached inside.

      But it was peaceful, too.

      There was dirt on her hooves, and Angel was gone, and it was painfully peaceful.

       He hadn't suffered.

       And now he was deep inside the ground, close to Fluffy. 

      Closer than the grumpy, demanding, loyal, lovable little bunny had ever been to his mother.

      It felt right.

      Fluttershy knew that one day, when his little bunnies grew old, she'd lay them here, with their father. 

      And the bunnies after that, and the bunnies after all, and the bunnies after that...

      A circle of life. A circle of bunnies.

      All in this place.

      All in the ground.
      

      
   
      Practice


      

      
      
         Octavia groaned, her back legs burning from holding her up in such an awkward position for what felt like hours. Grumbling, she dropped to the ground, catching the cello's neck in the crook of her shoulder. Gently, she lay the instrument down on the floor, and slid the bow into its sheath, before dropping down to the floor herself with an exhausted sigh. 



Around her room, sheet music lay in disarray, thrown about in her frenzied last practice session. Her case lay thrown open against a wall, spare strings hanging out of it dejectedly. Candlelight flickered over the walls, creating large dancing shadows. Despite the chaos, something about it seemed peaceful to her. After all, where better to be than surrounded by music?



Her eyes drifted over to her cello. She pulled herself up off the ground slightly, and reached over to idly pluck at one of the strings, its deep, sonorous tones ringing through the room. There was no tune, no rhythm, just a steady thrum, vibrating through her hoof and in her ears.



She stifled a yawn and turned her gaze towards the window. Her eyes widened as she saw not the sun outside her window, but the moon and the twinkling stars.



"But... How? She murmured, her eyes locked on her small window. "I can't honestly have been practicing for this long." 



While she was focusing on the night sky, Octavia's hoof hissed her mark, and she struck two of her strings. The two tones rang out deeply, meshing together in harmony. The sudden change in tone jolted Octavia out of her stupor. Shaking her head, she stood up, and walked over to her case. She carefully picked it up and deposited it on the ground beside her cello. 



Gently, she slid the cello into her case. It fell into place quickly, fitting safely into its padded surroundings. She tucked her bow into its side pocket, and the spare strings into their own compartment. Equally carefully, she took hold of the lid and swung it closed, shutting the clasps with a loud clack.



"Well then," she muttered, her voice laced with a quiet calm. "I guess this is as ready as I'm going to be. In a few hours, I'm going to put myself out there, and I'm going to give it my all." Her lips curled up I a smile, and she let out a small chuckle. "What was it father would always say when we played cards as a Filly? 'All in'? I guess that's what I'm doing."



With another small laugh, Octavia walked over and blew out her candle, extinguishing her light, ready for the next day.
      

      
   
      Falling In


      

      
      
         	Thunderlane knocked on Rainbow Dash’s door for the third time. “Rainbow? You’re going to be late for cloud duty again.”



	No matter what anypony thought of their weather captain, there was one indisputable point: being the captain paid extremely well. Instead of an earth-bound cottage Rainbow had a little touch of Cloudsdale all to herself, complete with rainbow waterfalls.



	He could hear pots and pans clattering around inside, followed by a distant voice. “Yeah, yeah. The weather can wait five minutes. I’m not busting clouds on an empty stomach again.”



	“Could I… uh… could I come in?”



	“Sure, just watch your hooves.”



	He wasn’t sure what she meant. Not until he opened the door, at least. The front room’s floor was covered in everything from old Wonderbolts posters to older, and dirtier, flight suits. “Rainbow, this place is filthy.”



	A rainbow-hued blur rushed past him, sweeping up the junk in her forelegs and whisking it off to another room. She was back a second later, grinning sheepishly. “Heh, yeah, sorry. Kinda got carried away looking for my lucky horseshoe last night and–”



	A shadow fell across him as another pony approached the door and knocked. He turned to see the mail mare with a stack of letters in her grasp. “Hi, Ditzy.”



	“Hey, Thunderlane. I’ve got some mail here for–”



	There was another crash of pans from the kitchen as Rainbow resumed her original task. “Just leave ‘em on the counter, Ditzy. I’ve gotta find something to eat so we can get cloud busting. Oh, did I get anything from Wonderbolt HQ?”



	Ditzy flipped through the stack of letters. “Hmm… Oh, is this it?”



	She was waving a pinkie envelope overhead.



	Rainbow zoomed over and grabbed it. “Bleh, no. The Wonderbolts would never use pink to… what is this? It’s got all these hearts on it.”



	Her wings slowed and, for the first time since Thunderlane arrived, she touched down on the floor. Ditzy hovered over her and read the front. “Is it addressed to someone else? I… kind of mix up the mail… a lot.”



	Thunderlane tried not to roll his eyes. “We know…”



	Rainbow tore open the side and pulled out an equally pink page. “Nah, it’s for me and everything, but there’s no return address. Let’s see what it says… What the?”



	She held the letter out in front of her. “Dear Rainbow Dash, you’re the fastest pegasi I know, and the most beautiful too. If you want to know who I am, meet me for dinner at the clouds over town hall at sunset. Signed, you’re secret adm–what is this?”



	Ditzy giggled. “Somepony has a secret admirer!”



	Rainbow shoved the letter into Thunderlane’s hands. “Do you recognize that hoofwriting?”



	“Uh–”



	She hovered directly over him, staring him down with a glower that could turn storm clouds white. “‘cause if you do I wanna know! What’s the deal with this pony? Are they scared of me or something?”



	At the moment he didn’t blame them. “It… uh… it sounds like they like you. Sounds pretty simple, just go where the letter says and–”



	She snatched the letter back. “Well… maybe I don’t want to! Maybe… maybe they just need to fly up here in person and tell me to my face.”



	Ditzy sighed. “Aw, but the secret is the romantic part. It could be anypony.”



	Rainbow crumpled up the letter and crossed her forelegs. “Yeah, probably somepony that’s totally lame.”



	Ditzy flew over to Thunderlane and tapped him on the head. “You never know. Pretend it’s Thunderlane, for example.



	His eyes went wide. “What, me?”



	“Sure! Like I said, it could be anypony.”



	Rainbow shook her head. “Nah, I know your hoofwriting. It’s not you.”



	Ditzy sighed. “That’s not the point, Rainbow. Just pretend it was for a second, wouldn’t you want to go?”



	Rainbow stared them down for a minute. She looked like she was staring into the maw of a hydra. Finally her wings kicked in and she pushed them both out the door. “Tell the others I’m not gonna make it today. I’m… I’m sick, yeah. Achoo!”



	Ditzy tried to take one last look at her before the door slammed shut. “But, are you going tonight?”



	“I… I have to think about it. Don’t you two have somewhere else to be? Get to busting those clouds and delivering that mail already!”



	Thunderlane grinned at Ditzy. “Thanks for writing it out for me.”



	She giggled. “No problem.”
      

      
   
      The End of Modesty


      

      
      
         “The cows are on strike,” Applejack said as she leaned against the side of her throne. “Can’t say as I blame ’em. But the Farmers’ Union don’t care much for my opinion, and if I don’t go along with it, they’ll put me outta business. So there we are.”



“Hm,” Twilight replied. “That is a predicament.” Her voice echoed through the vacant chamber as she organized another stack of books for the library.



Applejack waved a hoof toward the window and tried to find a target for her frown. “No dairy products, but that ain’t the half of it.”



What else? Twilight could think of a couple things, but she hadn’t really considered the matter before, and of course Applejack was an expert. “I guess you don’t have much use for your hayfields in the meantime.”



“I can’t hire ’em out to eat grass, not to mention my own fields ain’t gettin’ mowed, ’less I wanna pay somepony or do it myself. Surplus o’ feed, like you said.” Applejack tapped one forehoof against the other with each new item added to the list. “Plus…”



Applejack’s face darkened, and she looked away. “Well, to be blunt, it’s affectin’ all my other crops, too.”



“Really?” Twilight answered, her forehead wrinkling. “How’s that?”



“’Cause of…” Applejack turned even further away. “Um… well, fertilizer.”



“Oh…” True. But it hadn’t even been that long since—no need to beat around the bush. Applejack was as practical a mare as they came. She’d understand, if she hadn’t already thought of it first. “You know we’ve only had outhouses for the last couple hundred years. We used to just gather our own—” just say it, Twilight “—dung.”



Still directed at the window, Applejack’s eyes instantly widened, but she smiled faintly, and her cheeks reddened.



“I mean, it’s efficient, and it just makes sense. Especially for somepony like you, if you’re out in the fields anyway, you might as well…”



Before her eyes, Applejack practically transformed. She stood a little taller, her smile softened, and she squared her shoulders. She even turned back to look Twilight in the eye. “Glad to see you can be pragmatic about these things. To tell you the truth, while I’m plowin’, it often ain’t worth makin’ a trek all the way back to the house. Just let it drop right there in the furrows. Go to waste otherwise.”



“No pun intended,” Twilight said with a chuckle, and Applejack snorted as she held a hoof to her nose.



“Plus it’s just natural. Instinctive-like, right?” Applejack nudged her hat’s brim up a little.



All Twilight could do was nod, though she did rock up on the tips of her hooves. “We have these instincts for a reason, of course. It’d spread apple seeds around the orchards, too.” She took a step back from her friend, and her grin widened. “I’m impressed that you can be so objective about this. Frankly, it’s good ecological policy anyway, regardless of whatever political and economical turmoil motivates it.”



And there came Applejack’s blush again. “Shucks, I wouldn’t say it all grand like that. Just makes business sense, that’s all.”



“I’d like to discuss phasing this in as part of Ponyville’s agricultural policy. I’ll credit you, of course, and I’ll have to start little by little with ponies who I think will be receptive.” Who, though? Sounded like a good excuse to make a list!








“Hi!” Twilight said as she swung open her bedroom door. “I didn’t expect you today, Fluttershy. What brings you by?”



“Rarity couldn’t make our spa appointment tomorrow, so I wanted to see if I should cancel or if you could go in her place.” Even for that simple a request, she hid her face.



“Um…” Council meeting, lunch with Pinkie… “Yeah, I have time this afternoon. I’d love to join you!”



“Thank you, Twilight!” Fluttershy’s gaze flicked up to the clock. “Oh! Is it that time already?” Her eyes went unfocused, and she stared at the wall. Soon, a cluster of fibrous nuggets lay scattered on the floor.



Twilight peered around her friend. “Spike,” she called with a smirk, “Cleanup on aisle poo.” She glanced at the floor again. “Better bring a bucket!”



He trudged over and glared at them. “You know toilets are canon, right?”



“We discussed this. Look, if it’s that big an issue, leave it, and I’ll get it later.” She wouldn’t have expected this much resistance from him.



“Never mind,” he grumbled. “Progress, my ass.”



Twilight beamed. “That’s the spirit!”
      

      
   
      Worth It


      

      
      
         Flowers adorned every wall and window of Canterlot Castle’s throne room. Hundreds of ponies crowded the room. On the dias at the front were a dozen ponies, and at their center, beneath an arched wreath, stood Fluttershy, wearing an enormous bouquet behind her ears, and Discord, wearing an even more enormous one behind his.



“If there are any objections to this union,” Celestia said, “speak now, or—”



Sparks exploded across the dias, and a white glow bloomed in the space between Discord and Fluttershy. A sudden spiralling wind whipped their manes. Wisps of smoke and ozone spun around the vortex.



“Twilight,” Celestia said with a disapproving frown, “what did I tell you about time-travelling?”



“I didn’t do anything!” Twilight said. “I’m right here! … oh.”



The glowing sphere collapsed on itself with a bang and a flash, and another Twilight stood on the dias. “I object!” it shouted.



A din arose as the throng of observers began talking excitedly. “Called it,” Discord said to nopony in particular with a bored yawn.



“I’m so sorry about this, Fluttershy!” Twilight said. “I don’t know what I’ll be thinking!”



The new Twilight turned urgently to Fluttershy. “Don’t do it, Fluttershy! I’m from the future! This marriage will be a disaster!”



“Hello, Twilight,” Discord said to her. “How thoughtful of you to add a little chaos to my wedding.”



Twilight glared at him before bending toward Fluttershy. “He’ll never grow up! He’ll never be reliable! He’ll break every promise he ever makes!”



“Oh, Twilight,” Fluttershy said. “Surely not every promise.”



Discord bowed to Fluttershy. “I promise to break this promise, my dear.”



“You can’t do this!” Twilight insisted, ignoring Discord.



“You’re just jealous,” Discord said.



“I am not! In fact, I’m already married to…” Twilight looked away and blushed.



“Yes?” Celestia asked with a smile.



“I’d like the answer to that as well,” Discord said. “Wouldn’t you, Present Twilight?”



“What?” The present Twilight half-flew across the dias and pushed her muzzle at her future self. “Who? Who am I married to?”



“Well, Twilight?” Celestia asked. “Aren’t you going to answer your own question?”



Future Twilight pulled back from her past self. “You were right,” she confided to Celestia. “Time travel can be incredibly awkward.”



Celestia nodded sympathetically. “Now, you’ve had your say. Twilights, I’m afraid I must ask both of you to step back and make some room for the bride and groom.”



“But… but, you’re not going to let them go through with this again, are you?”



Celestia smiled. “Twilight, what do you suppose would happen if I stopped every pony I thought was making a mistake?”



“I don’t think she’s making a mistake. I know she’s making a mistake!”



Celestia shook her head. “No, Twilight. You only know what’s going to happen.”



Present Twilight led a stunned-looking Future Twilight back to join her in the line of bridesmaids. Celestia looked up and cleared her throat. “It is not often that ponies contemplate the union of marriage with of foreknowledge of the future. Consider it carefully before you take your vows.” She leaned closer to Fluttershy. “We aren’t in any hurry here. Take as much time as you want. This day is yours.”



Fluttershy nodded back. She took one step closer to Discord and looked into his eyes. “I promise you, Discord, that every day, I’ll be the best mate for you that I can, and hope”—she glanced at the future Twilight for just a moment—”and hope that will always be enough for you.”



Discord reached out and took her hoof in one claw. “I promise you, Fluttershy, that every day, I’ll be the best mate for you that I can. And I hope that will always be enough for you.”



“I judge these promises truthfully spoken,” Celestia said. “Do you, Fluttershy, take Discord as your mate?”



“I do,” said Fluttershy.



“No!” future Twilight gasped.



“And do you, Discord, take Fluttershy as yours?”



“Absolutely,” Discord said. “Also: unreservedly, unequivocally, indubitably, and indisputably.”



“I pronounce you pony and pony,” Celestia said. “You may now kiss the groom.”



The future Twilight fluttered her wings helplessly. “He’s bent to the bone! He’ll break your heart a hundred times! It’ll all end in tears!”



Fluttershy looked up at Discord and smiled. She stretched her head out and kissed him on the cheek, and the angry glare on his face was washed away by a smile of happy confusion. Then Fluttershy turned back toward Twilight, who was beginning to fade.



“Oh, Twilight,” she said. “I already knew that.”
      

      
   
      Verdict


      

      
      
         “...and while the evidence towards motive is circumstantial, you must agree the crime was not committed in the heat of passion. No, a grudge brought the defendant to our town. Her actions were purposeful, with malice aforethought. It is for this reason that I insist that the harshest punishments must be applied. In fact, precedent in Equestria v. Tirek indicates that in cases of treason and high crimes against—”



“O-objection,” a voice squeaked.



Twilight whirled to stare daggers at the yellow pegasus. Fluttershy sunk lower in her chair.



“Sustained,” the judge said. “Miss Sparkle, you will cease speculation on sentencing.”



“Yes, your honor.” She rested her hoof on the table, waiting for it to cease shaking.



“Over the past two weeks, we have presented extensive evidence, supported by expert testimony confirming the validity of our forensics. You have heard from multiple witnesses to establish the actions of the accused that day. Yet, despite the heinous nature of the crime, I would like to ask that the jury lay aside emotion, leave behind naturally inflamed passions, and deliberate solely on the grounds of logic. There is no room for revenge today. We simply want justice to be served.”



Twilight let the words hang in the silence of the courtroom for one long moment. Her eyes cut across, to the mare sitting next to Fluttershy. The defendant. Trixie.



Noticing the attention, Trixie’s lips curled in a sneer, but sweat beaded her coat. For once in the trial, a sliver of doubt cracked that facade of arrogance.



Twilight was so busy staring at Trixie that she barely noticed as Fluttershy stood and murmured something too rushed together to understand.



“Miss Fluttershy, please speak up,” the judge cut in, and Fluttershy screwed her eyes shut, shivering.



Her mouth opened and closed without making a sound. She finally worked up the courage to say, “The defense rests.”



Fluttershy was almost seated again when the judge’s gavel banged down and she jolted back upright, face aflame. As they all rose, Trixie glared, not at the judge or Twilight, but at the jury box, where a row of ponies watched impassionately.



“Very well,” the judge intoned. “The case is now submitted to the jury for deliberation. You will have as much time as necessary to come to a decision on the charges brought against the defendant, Trixie Lulamoon. You will consider only the testimony presented in this courtroom, and any communication or influence from outside parties is strictly prohibited.”



Twilight watched as the jury filed out of the room. One member caught her eye, and the corners of her mouth twitched up, ever so slightly, as Rainbow Dash’s head tilted in an equally circumspect nod.



It was something that Twilight had wrestled often over recent long nights. Was it worth compromising her integrity to make sure justice won out? She was all too familiar with the flaws of the judicial system, how innocent ponies found themselves punished yet guilty ponies walked free only to commit the same crimes again. She could easily justify each compromise to herself. Only a pony as kind as Fluttershy would have even taken Trixie’s case. It wasn’t a deliberate sabotage of the defense to guide that into happening. And Rainbow Dash? She had just as much right as any citizen to be on the jury. But still...



The jury filed back in even as she still wrestled with the doubts weighing on her mind. Her heart pounded. Surely, for a result to come that fast had to have meant it was a simple decision. As expected.



Rainbow Dash rose, facing the judge. “Your honor, the jury has reached a unanimous decision. We find the defendant, Trixie Lulamoon…” She stared straight ahead, not looking in Twilight’s direction. “Not guilty.”



Twilight didn’t hear the gasps and rumbling from the audience. She didn’t hear the jubilant braggadocio from Trixie or the murmured congratulations from Fluttershy. She sank down into her seat, her head resting on the table in front of her, unable to process anything in the shock of the moment.



That was where Rainbow Dash found her, long after everyone else had left the courtroom.



Twilight wouldn’t look at her. “Why?” she whispered. “I did everything right. I— I had the truth on my side. Is this punishment? For doubting that justice would run its true course?”



Rainbow Dash paused for a long moment, weighing her words carefully. 



“Twilight,” she said, “I don’t think she lost the library book on purpose.”
      

      
   
      A Nugget of Wisdom


      

      
      
         A year's worth of friendship reports had not prepared Princess Twilight Sparkle for this.



It had started so innocently: she and her friends chatting and enjoying a light in-costume snack ahead of that year's Hearth's Warming Eve pageant. They had all decided to swap parts from last year, with even Rarity agreeing that Twilight's new wings made her perfect for the role of Princess Platinum, historical inaccuracies aside.



Fluttershy had actually taken hold of the conversation at that point, talking about how her animal friends were enjoying the mild winter, when Twilight saw it in the corner of her nose. She tried to ignore it at first, thinking it would go away. But it didn't, and before long, she was captivated by it.



Every time Fluttershy breathed out, it got a little bigger. It swayed when she moved her head and jiggled when she laughed.



How had Fluttershy not noticed it? Surely everyone else had, since she'd been the center of attention for so long.



Twilight bit her lip. The pageant was going to start in less than an hour, and given that thing's tenacity, it would still be there. On Fluttershy's face. In front of hundreds of ponies. She already hated acting on stage; how much worse would it be if the audience started laughing at the huge booger hanging out of her nostril?



But what could she do? Pointing it out in front of everyone would humiliate her just as much, and possibly make her too self-conscious to go on stage. Besides, how would she even do that? She wished Rarity were sitting a little closer so she could lean over and whisper for advice. Surely she would know the proper way to bring something like this to a pony's attention.



Could she wait until Fluttershy went to the washroom? No, that would be relying too much on chance. What if she didn't have to go? Maybe if she patted her own nose, it would give Fluttershy the hint without drawing too much attention. She tried it.



"Twilight, do you have an itchy nose too?" Pinkie asked almost immediately.



Fluttershy hadn't even noticed. Twilight groaned. How could she save herself?



"Uh, yeah, Pinkie. Just an itchy nose! Don't mind me, ha ha!"



Great save, Princess.



"Wow, now I know for sure something big is gonna happen tonight!" Pinkie bounced in her seat, Smart Cookie's floppy hat flipping back and forth, kind of like a certain nugget of gold on a certain pony's face. "I got an itchy nose and a floppy ear and so did you, and you don't even have Pinkie Sense! That means it's gonna be huge!"



Twilight tried to ignore Pinkie, but all she could do was stare at Fluttershy. Her little hanger-on glistened in the lights of the backstage area, yellow and brown and grey. Was Fluttershy getting sick? Did Twilight have a duty to inform her about this for the sake of her health?



No! It would still make her self-conscious! There was nothing she could do, no way out of this situation that conformed to the rules of propriety! Sweat ran down from beneath the fur-lined crown on her head. She started hyperventilating. Rainbow Dash pantomimed the aftermath of a prank, and Fluttershy laughed, the putrid pearl swaying like a blighted pendulum.



"I can't take it anymore!" Twilight shouted and loosed a beam of pure magic, wide as her foreleg, from her horn. It sizzled through the air, taking all present completely by surprise, and tore through the dangling ball of pestilence, vaporizing it with the heat of an angry sun. Not a hair on Fluttershy's face was out of place, though it did take out a large section of the costume and makeup areas.



Everything after that became deadly silent. All eyes were on Twilight, hooves up on the table, panting.



"Okay, that was pretty huge!" Pinkie said, slack-jawed.



"Twi," Applejack said slowly, "what in the name o' my Great-Auntie Applesauce's false teeth has got into ya?"



"Please tell me," she huffed, "somepony else saw that! The... the giant loogie hanging from Fluttershy's nose!"



Four heads shook left and right slowly. Fluttershy remained frozen, vibrating.



"Twilight," Rarity said gently, "you should always try to be discreet when pointing out such things. You are a princess, after all, and doubly so tonight!"



Twilight groaned.



"Just think, Fluttershy," Rainbow Dash said, suddenly animated, "if Twilight missed, you would have had a wicked awesome scar, just like the real Commander Hurricane!"



Fluttershy fainted.
      

      
   
      Small Horse Poop Tale


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle stood on the stoop of her library tree home, breathing deeply of the morning air.



"It smells like another wonderful morning in Ponyville!"



Her pronouncement was punctuated by the soft thunk of fibrous nuggets against the welcome mat.



"What should I do today?" she asked aloud, flicking her tail. "Maybe I should go visit one of my friends! Maybe Fluttershy!"



After all, she thought as she trotted down the road, the shy yellow pegasus was the pony she'd seen least of her newfound friends since coming to Ponyville three days ago. Fluttershy just didn't get out as much as Applejack or Rainbow Dash. If Twilight was going to learn about friendship, then she should make an effort to visit all her friends equally.



"Good morning!" she called to a passing blue stallion. He waved to her and she stepped carefully over the line of road apples behind him. Across the road, a mare lifted her tail and a pleased expression crossed her face for a moment. Twilight waved to her and she waved back.



It was a nice walk to Fluttershy's cottage that morning. She'd thankfully had the foresight to get everypony's addresses at one of Pinkie's parties, and so knew where to find the cottage. The cottage was in a peaceful spot, despite its proximity to the Everfree. The sounds of Ponyville receded into the merest whisper as she got closer. Twilight understood why Fluttershy liked living here, at least.



She left a present for the rhododendrons on the path up to the door, then knocked.



"Fluttershy?" She knocked again. "Hello!" And again. "How many times should I knock before giving up?"



At long last, Fluttershy slid the door open the merest crack. Then, with a small gasp, she poked her head out.



"Oh, it's you, Twilight! How nice to see you."



"Good morning, Fluttershy," Twilight said brightly. "Is this a bad time? I just wanted to visit a little. We haven't done much together since the, you know, Everfree."



"Oh." Fluttershy chewed her lower lip. "It's not that, I... I just don't have many visitors at my house..."



"Do you mind if I come in?"



For a moment, she thought Fluttershy might say no. The door swung all the way open, and Twilight was immediately assaulted by the smell.



Fluttershy's cottage smelled like crap.



"Won't you come in? I-if that's okay, that is."



The smell only got worse inside. Twilight's eyes began to water, and she only became embarrassed when Fluttershy took notice, cheeks reddening.



"I'm sorry, Twilight," she said quietly.



"N-no, it's all right," Twilight said, scrambling to find something to say. Her eyes flicked toward the numerous birdhouses hanging from the rafters. "I'm sure this is just the natural result of living with so many animals, right? I'll get..." She felt her gorge rise. "I'll get used to it."



"It's not the animals." Fluttershy's head drooped and her hair covered her face. "It's me."



Twilight stared at her. "You?"



Fluttershy nodded. "Do you know how many times a day ponies... poop?"



"Fifteen, on average. Why?"



Fluttershy gritted her teeth. "I'm only telling you this because we're friends now. I... I can't go when I'm outside. Around other ponies, I mean. I'm that shy." Her eyes closed and tears formed at the corners. "And when I have to go out to buy food at the market, everypony else is dropping horseapples left and right, and I just... can't! I hold it all in, and I get more constipated than Rarity, and then when I get home, it just..."



Twilight wrapped a leg around her, hugging her tightly. "Shh, Fluttershy, it's okay. I'm sorry."



"But that's why my house smells so bad!" Fluttershy sobbed. "And why I can't have anypony over without feeling h-humiliated..."



Twilight knelt down, trying to look Fluttershy in the eye. "Fluttershy, listen to me. I had problems like this once, and I'll tell you what my mother told me."



Fluttershy calmed slightly and Twilight whispered into her ear. Then Fluttershy started giggling, then snickering, then guffawing and pounding the floor with a hoof. Twilight grinned at her.



"Does that help?"



There was a sound like a foghorn, and something splattered all over the door. Fluttershy's laughter stopped immediately.



"Ah, shit."
      

      
   
      No Regrets


      

      
      
         Rarity looked over the paperwork, running the numbers one more time, just to be sure. It was, of course, all in order, just like the last half-dozen times she'd checked it.



She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She was excited, but this was a big step, no doubt. She'd dreamed of this for years, and worked her tail off to get even this far, but now it all hung on this meeting here today.



"Ms. Rarity?" The clerk called a few minutes later, holding open a door into the bank offices. "Mr. Moneybags will see you now."



She was shown into an office inhabited by an old, gray-maned stallion. "Ms. Rarity?" His voice was gruff, hurried. The placard on the desk declared him the owner.



"Yes, sir, that would be me."



The old stallion harrumphed. "Very well, let's get this over with."



"Sir?"



"The business plan, missy. You want a loan, and so you're supposed to tell me all about your great plans while I pretend they matter, and then we can be done with this nonsense."



Rarity knew she might be fighting an uphill battle trying to get a loan for a new business in the current economy, but she hadn't expected to be dismissed before even discussing it.



"Now see here girl, I haven't got all day. Just get on with it. Tell me about your pom-poms or your cupcakes or whatever so I can get to lunch."



"No," Rarity said. It wasn't supposed to be like this at all.



"Excuse me?"



"No, I will not 'just get on with it' if you're going to dismiss me before I have even had a chance to speak."



"Fine, then leave. Makes no difference to me."



"No. I am here to apply for a business loan, and I will not be bullied into leaving until you consider my application properly."



"Listen here little girl. This isn't play time. While I'm sure your parents and teachers are oh so proud of your 'ideas,' I don't give a windigo's frozen testicle. We're here to make money, not fund your dollhouse."



"It is not a dollhouse!"



"Could've fooled me," Moneybags said, pointing at the building sketch on the folio. "Looks frou-frou as a filly's story book."



"Oh, that is it!" Rarity shouted, fuming as she slammed the folder down on the desk. "You are hearing this plan whether you want to or not."



The next twenty minutes were a near-steady stream of carefully annotated figures, graphs, charts, projections, estimates, building plans, economic forecasts, and risk factors. Mr. Moneybags, despite himself, was actually impressed.



"So though I may be young," Rarity concluded, "I am fully prepared, and have a twenty percent down payment ready."



"You saved up thirty-thousand bits on your own?"



"Yes, as I said."



"Not your parents money? All yours, at your age?"



"Sir, my age is irrelevant. To be blunt, I am very, very good at what I do, and plenty of ponies recognize that and are willing to pay quite handsomely for it."



"This is still a lot of money you're asking for. With property taxes and other expenses, you'd be decades paying this off. You sure you want to go all in on something so long term at your age? What will matter to you in ten years? Will you even still care about this frilly dress-up stuff?"



Rarity sighed. The old stallion just didn't get it. "This may be just a 'frilly' idea to you, but having my own boutique, my own business, is something I am quite serious about."



Moneybags' stomach rumbled. "Very well, I'll have my secretary draw up the paperwork."



It was the answer she'd been hoping to hear for weeks now, ever since the meeting was first scheduled. But...



"No," she said, steeling herself, worried she might regret the choice she was about to make.



"Excuse me?"



"No, you're right. I don't know what will matter to me in ten years. But I suddenly find myself quite certain that not being in debt to a pony like you will be near the top of the list."



"Why you ungrateful little bitch!"



Rarity burst out laughing. "Oh, thank you so much for that," she said, collecting her folio from the desk with a smile. "Now I won't even have to worry about regretting this!"



Humming a pleasant tune, Rarity felt light on her hooves as she trotted out of the bank and into the sunshine.
      

      
   
      The Battle of Friendship Station


      

      
      
         	“Come along, children! Everypony aboard the train!”



	Cheerilee gulped, and looked around her at the station. They were going on a field trip, and already now everything was falling apart: her foals, relaxed and overfull of energy after their summer vacation, were scattered to the four winds across the station. She might as well have been speaking to the statues in the Canterlot Sculpture Garden, their first destination.



	“This train is about to leave the station, ma'am,” said the train conductor, his clock ticking. “Please get your company on board now.”



	Cheerilee threw him a weary smile, searching for sympathy from one adult charged with corralling groups to another, but finding nothing.



	“I know that, I'm just—Rumble, Pipsqueak, stop that! Don't throw rocks at the station sign!”



	“Yes Miss Cheerilee.” The two colts dragged their hooves over and inside the carriage.



	“Miss, the train is already late leaving the station.” The conductor tapped the face of his watch.



	“I understand that. Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon, leave the vending machine alone and get on board this instant!”



	The two fillies grumbled and went on board.



	“I am going to count down from ten,” the conductor said. “Once I hit one, I will wave my flag and the train will start. Ten.”



	“Twist, Featherweight, I know you're standing around the corner, quit playing 'doctor' and get out here right now!”



	“Nine.”



	“Yeth mith Cheerilee,” Twist said, and the two went on the train.



	“Let me see, who does that – Snips and Snails, I don't even want to know what you're doing to that cat but stop it and get in the train right now!”



	“Eight.”



	The cat lashed at Snips's face, then leapt free as the colt yelped and fell back. The two foals reluctantly joined the party inside.



	“Seven.”



	“Okay, okay, that was one two... eleven twelve, who does that leave?” She looked rapidly around the platform, which was empty of any more foals. “I know there are more.”



	“Six.”



	“Kids? Who's left?” Through the windows of the carriage in front of her the foals were now sitting at least semi-obediently in seats, looking out and around at each other. Cheerilee quickly ran through the names in her head to see who was still missing.



	“Five.”



	“Shut up! I am trying to think!” Cheerilee was growling at him now, deeply feeling the betrayal of somepony who should have been of her tribe, the responsible adults who were supposed to help each other. Her eyes widened as she realized who was still missing. “Oh no...”



	“Four,” the conductor said, gazing stone-faced at his clock. “Three... Two...”



	Cheerilee whipped around and bucked the clock out of his hoof with all the fury she could muster.



	“Arh!” He yelled out in pain and horror as his most precious possession was thrown across the platform and landed in the grass.



	He ran after the abused mechanism, and cried over his shoulder. “You're crazy, lady!”



	Cheerilee took a deep breath and summoned her most powerful teacher technique: the Voice of Order. Even miles away, on the other side of Ponyville, they heard the teacher's call:



	“Cutie Mark Crusaders! Wherever you are get over here right now and get INSIDE THE TRAIN!



	That is when she heard the creaking from the station roof above her, followed by the cry of the wild Scootaloo:



	“GEPONYMOOOOO!”



	The shadow of Scootaloo's scooter-driven wagon passed over Cheerilee's head, accompanied by the screaming of Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle as they became airborne. The wagon soared above the station and the train like an eagle, Scootaloo's tiny wings flapping with such force to give the train itself a run for its bits. Then it fell, as destiny commanded, and smashed through the carriage door.



	“See, I told you we'd make it in time,” Scootaloo said, as they clambered up from the wreckage covered in dust, leaves, and woodchips.



	“Well, this trip can only improve from here on,” Cheerilee said to herself as the engines kicked in and the train pulled out of the station, leaving the conductor behind in the grass.
      

      
   
      Better dead than sorry


      

      
      
         "Another explosion rattled the airship. A gust of wind entered the opened platform gate and swayed the pegasus' chromatic mane. If anypony else had paid attention, they would've seen the slightest of shivers run down her back. Alas, they were preoccupied.



"This one almost lit us! We can't get any closer, or we'll be blown out of the sky! What the hay happened to that cloaking spell?"



"I couldn't know they would set up a thaumaturgic search net! My calculations only accounted for echoing magical pulses of varia-"



An orange hoof crashed against the console. "Consarn it, this is no time for excuses! How are we going to get in now?"



"Oh my goodness, we must turn back. Simply must!"



The blue pegasus looked over the disarray. “It’s simple, really. No need for complicated plans, just do what you do best.” She took a deep breath and let it out as a smirk stretched on her lips. 



"I'm going in."



Silence fell on the ponies.



"Rainbow, you can’t be serious..."



"You know what they say," grinned the pegasus. "Better dead than sorry."



For the moment the only noise in the cabin were the distant booms of artillery and the sound of wind thrashing around.



"Rainbow, nopony says tha-"



Dash took a step back and the last few words of the purple unicorn were cut off as wind roared past her ears. For a moment, she enjoyed that little tingle in the pit of her stomach as gravity took hold of her and plunged her down. She let her wings flap listlessly at her sides and watched the airship get smaller and smaller until a nearby explosion finally shook her from her reverie. With a jerk, her body angled down and she gave a powerful flap, speeding towards the ground. She could feel an air cone forming around her, the pressure making her eyes water. She gave another beat of her wings. And another. The cone grew tighter and tighter, fighting against her, and it almost looked like she wouldn't make it...



But then, just as the alien overlord was about to plunge the scepter of eternal darkness into the planet core, an explosion of brilliant colors erupted in the sky. From it, a rainbow-colored streak shot straight down, headed right for-"



"A-hem," came an amused noise as a white unicorn made her way into the hospital room. "You know, Dash, your version seems to have a lot more explosions and laser fights than I remember," she chuckled. 



Dash had frozen in mid-gesture on the hospital bed, one wing spread dramatically and the other struggling slightly against its cast. On the floor in front of her, Pinkie and the three young members of the CMC had gathered in a semi circle, sparks of wonderment in their eyes.  



"Oh! Oh! Don't interrupt her now, this is the best part!"



"Yeah! Dash, tell her about your epic fight with Zandu, the Lizard Space Lord!" shouted out Scootaloo.



"And the crystal dragon of Aroza!"



"And the fire-breathing spider king!"



Rarity's demure smile twitched wider and she took a few dainty steps, joining the quartet around the impromptu campfire. "Yes, Dash, do go on. I really wanna hear more about that Zandu rascallion," she said, batting her eyes at the pegasus.



Dash gave a little cough and sat down. Her ears had turned a shade of red that easily rivaled the one in her mane. "T-That's all for today, guys. No more stories."



"Awww!" came four disappointed voices from around the bed.



"Oh whelsies," Pinkie shook her head and sprung up. "Guys, do you know what I would do if I were a furious space lizard fighting supermare?" she whinnied, striking a very furious pose indeed. "I would plunder untold treasures, and then get space ice cream! Or regular ice cream… Hey, do you wanna go get some ice cream?"



"Yeah!" shouted out the three fillies. The band waved goodbye and left the room, caught up in an intense discussion about what superpower should chocolate chip ice cream grant.



"You don't have to come visit every day, you know," Rainbow huffed. "It's just a sprain."



Rarity stood up and stepped closer to the bed. "I know."



"You don't owe me anything. We're cool."



Rarity took a breath and laid her forehead against Rainbow's. "I know." She then surged forward and planted a quick kiss on Dash's lips.



"W-W-Wha-?!"



The white unicorn took a step back and grinned. "Better dead than sorry, right?"
      

      
   
      Crystal Legacy


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, you were a mighty king. You ruled us all with truth and justice. You gave them everything they wanted, and you ruled fairly. Most of all, you ruled my heart; it always belonged to you. We had the perfect life… and then you ripped it all apart.



What happened over the course of that year? Why did you trust the wanderer from another land when he offered you his amulet? Why did you not destroy it when he was sent to the depths of Tartarus? I felt the raw power emanating from it even as you took it from his wraith-like hands—a ‘peace’ offering—a single day before his reckoning.



You were all in then; it was all about the magic, the power, the ‘endless possibilities.’ Why did you desire such strength so much? There was a light in you before then, but I watched you slowly turn to shadow. My heart called to you, but it was drowned out by the screaming desire for more: more energy, more control...



You wanted it all—no matter the cost.



There were those who rose up against you. Every night you would return to me, broken yet never beaten. The shadow repaired your mortal wounds night after night. Buy as you showed me your scars, I held you closer still; I tried to hold you closer than the boundaries of flesh allowed. On the last night we paired, you pushed a thousand shards of glass beneath my skin. A year later, you left me lying there to bleed, abandoned, cold…



Alone.



It was your choice. You let the dark powers infest your mind from within. It was too late to stop the process; you crossed the moral event horizon far too many times to count. Red flooded our glittering streets.



I took our blood, and ran to save us; I could no longer bear to watch you fall into shadow, into the depths. My voice alone could not pull your heart back together.



The Sisters came then, when they saw what you had become for themselves. I only wished you would salvage some part of yourself, that part that once knew love. You could save yourself—you only had to remember who you were! Who you had been! All you had to do was remove it from your neck, but you refused.



I hoped that maybe one day you would return, cleansed of your taint, with all the beauty I once knew. I only wanted to be there for you, close to you, always. It was our love that kept our people together, but your twisted ambitions—that accursed jewel!—shattered our perfect kingdom.



A thousand years I waited, reborn time and again, my memories always waking within my new body upon marehood. Always the same cutie mark, the same destiny. But the curse endured; centuries passed, centuries I spent hoping and waiting in vain.



And then, finally, you did come back. But even a millennium had not tempered your darkened crystalline avarice. I stood beside my twentieth husband since yourself, our love forming a protective spell. For days we held you back, he and I, until my energy waned and you rushed forth to collect your trinket.



It was nothing but a prize to you. I knew in that moment.



Power surged through my horn as I denied you of everything. I was free of longing for you, the Shining light that propelled me all I needed. You would not be saved; your own heart burst, and soon your body joined it in jagged shards.



Sorrow filled the broken pieces of my own heart, even as the one we created together all those years ago radiated its love over Equestria. But it was in that almighty outpouring that our hearts and minds were one, and in those seconds before your ethereal body shattered, I knew my choice was right.







You are no longer my king; you hold no power over me anymore. My fragile heart has been repaired by another, one more pure and far worthier of both my love and the love of our reawakened kingdom.



Sombra… you are a distant memory now. The Amore you once knew died long ago. Yet she lives on in me, one who bears her ancient name.



I am Princess Cadance, and I rule our empire with love, free from darkness and fear once again.



Farewell, mi amore.
      

      
   
      All In This Together


      

      
      
         A breeze flowed over my feathers, ruffling them. The draft was not cool as it usually were in the high skies or the mountains, it was hot and heavy with promise. A rite of passage they had written. A day worth remembering. Where everything is cast in. Ambitions, hopes, the wide-eyed starry dreams of a foal that wondered at the world around me.



I tensed for a moment. It was a strange feeling, like my life had slowly rumbled on, the little things I had done, the things I would do building momentum and cumulating to this precise moment.



My wings fluttered nervously by my sides.



I looked to the left. Another winged pegasus stands there with an uncertain smile matching my own.



“Remember,” Amber says gently. “We’re all in this together.”



To my right an eager voice shouts in glee.



“What are we waiting for?” Sunbeam yells ecstatically. “Let’s get this party started.”



We leap from the cloud, snapping our wings out to catch the large thermal and soaring into the sky. A wild scream of elation is lost in the wind and I see them both grin headily with me. Wind rushing, heart pulsing, wings straining and flapping with all their might we glided down the currents and tides that streamed in the air around us.



“This is amazing!” I cried feeling the tips of my feathers manipulate the wind currents around me. “This is awesome.”



Sunbeam just gives me a cheeky grin and she does a lazy loop-the-loop. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!” She speeds off, leaving Amber and I to trail behind.



“Wait!” I yell, but it is tinged with laughter. She was right though, our journey had only begun.



The world below us was a fantastic layout of green fields, the brown and orange tinge of rocks and geological formations, and the sparkling blue of rivers, lakes and streams. It seems so small and insignificant from up high. Up here, everything fades into insignificance. It’s just your friends and your wings and the rush of air that guides you.



I revelled in that sensation. I loved the way the air around me was filled with life.



Amber was trailing behind. Concerned, I doubled back. I didn’t worry about Sunbeam, she could handle anything the weather could throw at us. She even flew in a storm once. A storm! We were worried when she headed out that night, but she came back soaked from head to tail, but sporting the biggest grin we had ever seen.



With a puff of my wings I gave her a small slipstream to fly in. Smiling gratefully at me, she pulled ahead.



I still remember the moment we would decide to take this journey. Amber had found an old book, heavy and weighted with the words of our ancestors. It told of an ancient rite of passage of pegasi. To fly on a journey without landing, using only the knowledge of the air currents around us to help keep us flying, to marathon from one side of Equestria to the other, without once touching the ground.



We had made a resolution that night when we saw Sunbeam bedraggled and frazzled, but with that enraptured smile. We made a promise to give it our all and fly. We made a pact to help us move forward, it was dangerous but it would be worth it.



Sunbeam swooped back, her expression a little guilty.



“Sorry,” she yelled over the rushing wind. “I got a little carried away.”



I nodded with a smirk and Amber just bobbed her head amicably. We knew of Sunbeam’s passion for adrenaline, she loved to fly ahead, leaving her friends behind even when she didn’t mean to. What we loved about her was that she came back, smiling her sheepish smile and doing her best to shrug in mid-air.



We flew in tight formation, skimming the clouds and breathing the thin but pure air.



“We’re free,” I remarked, feeling the warmth of the sun seep through my coat.



Amber giggled and brushed feathers with me in mid-flight.



“Yes,” she cried, uncharacteristically loudly. “We’re–“








I placed the photograph back on the coffin. Around me was the muted sounds of weeping and crying. I ignored them, blocking it all out. All I could hear was the whistling wind and her last words. I laid a hoof on the pall as tears flowed freely from my eyes.



“–all in this together.”
      

      
   
      Smiling Moon


      

      
      
         “I will teach you when the Moon smiles upon the day,” said the brown-bearded gray stallion, the wide brim of his blue hat shadowing his smiling eyes.



“That is not fair! You know Celestia would never allow that!” The midnight blue filly shook her starry mane and clopped her hoof, her movements still clumsy like those of a growing foal, and framed the silver moon that was her cutie mark with her wing. “You promised to teach me more magic after I got my cutie mark!”



“My little princess, always triffling with the details. Yes, I did pledge to teach you, but only after I rule you ready. By neglecting the details you take exception to you prove how much you still have to learn.” Soft tingling from the bells in his hat heralded his rich baritone laugh. “And pouting at me shan't improve your standing.”



“I'm not pouting!” said the princess, straightening her back and lifting her head to new heights, her unwavering crown pointing to the skies. “Should we command thee tutor us?”



The gray stallion knelt, his star-studded cloak sweeping the ground at his side. “If you would be satisfied with the safe magic. But the enchantments I alluded to, and that you now seek, are older, treacherous. My duty to your safety overrule your orders, I'm afraid; I can't allow you to put your mind at risk merely to impress your sister.”



The princess sighed and murmured something about mules; the gray stallion's hat stirred, betraying his moving ears, but otherwise he was still immobile. Slowly, the princess glanced at the Sun, which was lazily making its way down. “Mayhap I should just rise the Moon now and deal with the consequences later.”



“Then the Moon wouldn't be smiling, as it would be struggling with the Sun for control of the skies.” He lifted his head, a smile stealing back into his lips. “This is not a test of your magical strength, Princess Luna, for I know you are already more powerful than me. This is a test of your temper, your commitment — and perhaps also your imagination, if you truly intend to keep your lessons concealed from your sister.”



As if conjured by the third mention, Celestia emerged from the castle, her white coat glistening in the sun. despite the short week since she raised the sun for the first time, since both sisters matured into their true alicorn heritage, her bearing was regal. She nodded towards Luna and the stallion, carefully crossing the garden towards them.



Luna glanced at the stallion, her eyes begging him to keep the conversation in confidence, and started towards the castle, her forlorn figure dawdling back through the garden.



Wondering if his princess was gloomy or merely pensive, the stallion felt a wrinkle forming on his temple, one of many he knew would come. Lifting his head, and conjuring a zephyr to carry his voice to the princess's ears, he whispered, “Don't concern overmuch about my little conundrum, my little princess, for I have seen the future, and before my twilight you shall make a most excellent student of the magic you seek.”



Luna lifted her head, the stars in her mane bursting momentarily. She looked back, shouting “Thank you, Star Swirl,” and, with a final nod towards her sister, galloped towards the castle, still clumsily but already faster than Celestia could match.








“... And now we welcome everypony to the first Twilight Festival!”



Under a deluge of whistles and the staccato sound of hooves striking the earth Luna ceded her place on the dais to Celestia and went towards Star Swirl.



“Congratulations on passing my little test,” he said, scanning the sky where both sun and moon hung low. “But how did you get Celestia to agree with this?”



“She still feels ashamed for allowing the unicorns to almost lose their magic moving Sun and Moon, and wants to make amends. I merely suggested a festival presided over by both Moon and Sun to lift everypony's spirits,” said Luna with a wink.



“But you…”



“Were not responsible. We know. Still, we need to assure everypony that Sun and Moon will never escape our control; gaudy as it might be, this festival shall help.” Luna looked deep into Star Swirls's eyes. “When do we start?”








On the moon, the part of Luna that didn't succumb to the darkness remembers her lessons, seeking shelter from the nightmare in the dreams of ponies that still love her.
      

      
   
      The Door


      

      
      
         “Finally, we’re here,” an exhausted Rainbow Dash said. “It’s about dang time,” Applejack added. After completing many grueling tasks and surviving dangerous obstacles, the battered and bruised Elements of Harmony arrived at their final test.



“Where are we?” Rarity asked, “and why is it so dark?” Twilight’s horn glowed, giving light to the dark room, however the mares could only see each other. There was nothing in the room. “Wait, what’s this,” Twilight said. Straight ahead they saw a wooden door with a note attached to it. The mares walked toward the door, stopping when the words were clear enough to see.



“If you’re reading this, congratulations, you’re almost done,” Twilight read. “Here is the final test. Each of you must fit through this door. A surprise waits for you on the other side.”



“A surprise! I love surprises!” Pinkie said. “Come on, let’s go!”



“I don’t know about this, it looks kind of narrow,” said Fluttershy. “Are you sure we can all fit in?”



“Hey, I’ve had enough of these stupid tests!” Rainbow said. “I say we all go in and get this over with, and find whoever set us up!”



“RD’s right. Come on everypony, all in!” Applejack said. Twilight opened the door with her magic, and Rainbow Dash was the first one in, followed by Applejack. As she entered through the door the mares could hear grunts and groans as they both tried to make room for themselves. “Alright, who’s next?” Applejack called.



“Um, me I guess,” Fluttershy said. Her body was stuck between the posts as she forced herself in. She managed to struggle herself into the small space between Rainbow and Applejack. “My turn, my turn!” Pinkie said, cartwheeling through the door. “Ow! Pinkie, you hit me in the eye!” Rainbow yelled. “Sorry.”



“Well, I take it that I’m next in line,” Rarity said. She fixed her hair, held her chin up, and walked toward the narrow door as though she were royalty. Rarity squeezed herself in, uncomfortably stuck between the backs and fronts of her friends. “Okay, Twilight! Yer up!” Applejack said.



“Here goes nothing.” Twilight inhaled as much oxygen as she could before entering the door. In her mind she thought about what she would do if they find the pony who put them through this, stopping herself immediately when she sounded like Rainbow Dash. A stern lecture will do. As with Fluttershy, her body was also stuck as she tried to force herself in. After moments of struggle, she managed to get the bottom half of herself inside the closed space.



“Okay, we’re all in. Now what?” Rainbow said.



“Wait for something to happen, I think,” Twilight answered.



And that’s what they did. They waited. And waited. And waited some more. Then even more waiting. “I feel really uncomfortable,” Fluttershy said.



“5. 4. 3. 2. 1.”



“What the heck was that?” asked Applejack. The room shook furiously, and a loud roaring sound scared them out of their coats. They felt themselves being lifted by an invisible force. “What’s happening?” Rarity screamed. From out of nowhere a male voice sang “Fly me to the moon/Let me play among the stars/Let me see what spring is like/On Jupiter and Mars.”



“I don’t like this!” Fluttershy yelled.



“Speak for yourself!” Pinkie said. “This is fun!”



The room shook violently than before, and the mares - except Pinkie - screamed in terror. In the midst of their horrifying screams the music was picked up by a pleasant brass melody, and male voice continued to sing. “Fill my heart with song/And let me sing forever more/You are all I longed for/All I worship and adore.”
      

      
   
      And Yet, The Marks You'll Get


      

      
      
         The sun nearly set and the moon began to rise as three little fillies looked up to the skies.



“Haugh!” Scootaloo groaned as she flopped on her back. “Nothing is working, we don’t have the knack!”



“Come on now, Scoot,” Apple Bloom said with a grin. “This isn’t the end. We can’t just give in.”



“Yeah. There’s still stuff to try,” chimed in Sweetie Belle. “There’s skydiving and castle building and mining as well.”



“It will never work no matter how many we try. Nothing we do, listen, here’s why. Cutie marks won’t come if we do nothing but try things,” Scootaloo claimed, proudly spreading her wings. “We’ve got to commit to just one thing each.” She then put her hoof out in reach. She knew she was right and would not be remiss. “It’s all or it’s nothing. Who’s with me on this?”



Both Belle and Bloom glanced at each other and shared a look. She had a point, especially when they failed at learning to fry cook. Each put their hooves together, their cutie marks determined to win. “Scootaloo? You can count us in!”



Altogether they threw their hooves in the air, certain this was the day. “Cutie Mark Crusaders will get their cutie marks, yay!”



“But how will we each pick just one thing to do?” Sweetie asked, leaving the question to stew.



Together they thought and they thought for a while. Until each of them stopped and wore a smile. Each one sang a different track, saying “Rarity!”



“Rainbow Dash!”



“Applejack!”



Without thought or a moment of pause, each one ran to her sister with cause.








“Rarity! Rarity! I need your help!” Sweetie shouted in nearly a yelp.



Her sister came running with a half-finished dress shirt. “Sweetie Belle what is it?! Are you injured or hurt?”



“No, Rarity, I’m fine. I need your help getting my cutie mark.”



Rarity sighed, relieved Sweetie didn't try taming a shark. “Dear Sweetie Belle, a cutie mark is something you must find on your own. Go wash up for dinner now. I’m in the zone.”



“But I need to pick a talent and make it stick!”



Rarity could tell she wanted it quick. “Then you must think about you. Think about what you like to do.”



So Sweetie gave it some thought up in her room. She thought of Rarity, of Scootaloo and of Apple Bloom. She liked to entertain them and see them be happy. That thought she shook off, it sounded too sappy. She glanced out her window and looked at the moon. And she kept on thinking while she hummed a little tune.








“Well, gee, Apple Bloom. Don’t know what to say,” Applejack said as she lay in some hay.



“Please, Applejack? Just tell me what I’m good at.”



“It ain’t that easy, sugarplum. There’s more too it than that.”



“I don’t understand. What more could there be?”



“Just give it some time. Wait and you’ll see.” Applejack looked at her sister’s frown. “Alright, look, don’t feel so down. There is something you can do, just think about this. What makes you you? And what makes you happy? You’ll know in time. I promise ya, sis.”



Apple Bloom, still unsure, did as she was told. It was worth a try, so up the stairs she strolled. She lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. And wondered what did she find appealing? She thought of her friends and her family and how they were fun. She thought of all the things she could make under the sun. But who was Apple Bloom, this little filly? Was all this necessary? It seemed so silly.








“If nothing else works, then here’s what you do. Just go back home and think about Scootaloo,” Dash told her sister as they sat on a cloud.



“But, Dash, I already know me, for crying out loud.”



“Look, it’s getting late. I’d love to hang out, but you should head home. You’ve got stuff to think about.”



So she scooted on home and did some tricks. Sad that Dash didn’t give a quick fix. She was good on her scooter, that much she knew. If only the thought would have stuck like glue.








So they all went to bed waiting for something that clicks. Soon it would hit them like a ton of bricks. The next day, for sure they would find, a brand new cutie mark on their behind.
      

      
   
      Cutie Mark Crusader Dreamwalkers, YAY!


      

      
      
         In her time as Defender of the Dreamscape, Princess Luna had seen many things. Yet, this was a first: Backbeat, a young unicorn, was being harassed by evil haircare products.



The mare lay in a dark alley, cowering against a garbage can. “No!” she yelled at the shampoo bottle standing over her. “I don’t need you anymore! I’ve switched brands!”



Luna watched from a nearby rooftop. Her wings were spread and her knees were bent, ready for her to spring into action. She had to scratch her chin at the situation. How would a bottle of shampoo attack somepony?



With a shriek, Backbeat scrambled out of her spot, just barely dodging a blast of soapy slime.



Ah, Luna thought, leaping from her spot. That’s how.



She landed between the two with a slam, sending Backbeat tumbling to her hooves and the shampoo bottle flying back into the garbage cans. It stood up and shot a glare at her—but Luna was ready with a practiced glare of her own. “This dream is under my protection!” she announced. Her voice very nearly tore apart the fabric of the Dreamscape. “Begone, foul toiletry!”



“Yeah! You get ‘em, Princess!” said an unfamiliar voice.



Luna froze, snapping her head toward the entrance to the alley. What was that?



In her distraction, she barely had time to notice the shampoo bottle launching a torrent of slime her way. With a single flick of her horn, she sent the goo flying back. It cut right through the nightmare’s plastic shell, dispersing the bottle into dust. Backbeat poked at the spot where it had been for a moment before sprinting away.



“That was so cool!” came the other voice again.



“Who is there?!” Luna yelped, flaring her wings. “Show yourself, cruel nightmare! Thou shalt not harm this mare any longer!”



Two shadowy figures appeared at the end of the alley. “Huh?” said one of them. “Who is thou?” They both stepped forward.



Luna gaped as Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo bounded toward her, manes bouncing with each step. Scootaloo buzzed her wings excitedly. “Hi, Princess! How ya doing?”



“Wha… What are you doing here?” Luna asked. She poked Sweetie Belle in the side, prompting the filly to jump back. “Are you more figments of the Dreamscape?”



The two crusaders exchanged a glance. “I don’t think so?” Sweetie tried, raising a brow. She turned her head back to the alley’s entrance. “Hey Apple Bloom, are we figments?!”



A new filly that Luna did not recognize stepped into view, hauling a large red wagon by her teeth. It was overflowing with toys, sports supplies, and duct tape. So much duct tape. Apple Bloom dropped the wagon’s handle and wiped her head. “What’s a figment?” she called back.



Sweetie shrugged. “I dunno!” She turned back to Luna and smiled. “Hey Princess, what’s a figment?”



“Why—how are you here?” Luna blubbered, looking them up and down. “Is this all of you?”



Sweetie Belle took a moment to count herself, Scootaloo, and Apple Bloom. When she finished, she nodded and said, “Yep, we’re all in!” They all high-hoofed. “Cutie Mark Crusader Dreamwalkers, yay!” they cheered in unison before speeding off.



“Wait!” Luna yelped, throwing out a hoof fruitlessly. She sped up to Apple Bloom, who was unloading all of the things in their cart. “Stop that!” She leaped over to Sweetie Belle, who was talking to a snail with fourteen mouths, and slapped her hoof away. “Don’t touch that! You are not supposed to be here—your mortal minds cannot possibly comprehend the Dreamscape’s power!”



“Ooh, what’s this?” Scootaloo babbled, staring at a pulsing purple tear in the ground. She reached a hoof toward it.



Luna saw her from the corner of her eye. “Scootaloo, no!” she screamed, rocketing through the air to where Scootaloo sat.



But it was too late. Scootaloo dipped her hoof into the rift, and within a millisecond, the Dreamscape collapsed. Darkness enveloped the universe, erasing and creating and erasing every being within. Luna could only scream as she felt her body being ripped into mere atoms—







Luna snapped up in bed, literally tearing her sleepmask off. Sweat ran down her neck in torrents, pooling at her rump. She rubbed her eyes. “That was insanity…”



“Heh, yeah, it was pretty crazy!”



She whipped her head to the side, only to find the Cutie Mark Crusaders standing at the side of her bed, covered in scorch marks. Mane still burning, Sweetie held up a glass. “Can we have a glass of water?”
      

      
   
      Balance


      

      
      
         Luna was a thousand feet above Fort Canterlot. Gingerly, she raised a hoof and set it upon a ledge barely above her elbows. Freezing winds buffeted her and tossed her cornflower blue mane about wildly, making flight impractical at best, suicidal at worst. The winds changed directions without a hint of warning every several seconds, making progress a snail’s crawl.



One such sudden change of wind nearly took her hoof off the next hoofhold. A quick burst of magic tethering Luna to the rock wall was the only stopping her from tumbling down the mountain to her certain death. I shall strangle Discord when I see him later for hosting the meeting at the worst possible location, she thought. Enduring an hour of the mischievous spirit’s “court”—and a possible pie to the face—in the Land of Everchanging Changes was preferable to this.



Luna pressed on upwards. Snow and hail joined the winds. Rocks and ledges became slippery with snow and ice. At the last hoofhold, Luna slipped and would have had herself hurled off the mountain had a golden aura enveloping her not arrested her fall. Cursing silently, Luna glared at the two figures atop the summit.



Discord looked disgustingly smug as he floated without a care in the world in the blasting wind while Celestia, her pink mane flailing in the wind, flashed an apologetic smile, as though for agreeing to the location of this meeting. Of course, it could have been worse, her sister could had been busy making out with Discord.



“Sister. Discord.”



Discord twisted on his lanky, serpentine body towards Luna. “Luna!” he began. “How good of you to finally join us!”



“I hope you had a good journey, sister,” Celestia added.



Luna straightened herself. “Of course, sister. Of course I had.” 



And I had already lost count of how many times I nearly fell off the mountain. She carefully put her urge to throttle Discord aside. Celestia would be heartbroken if Discord asphyxiated.



A snap of talons brought Celestia and Luna’s attention to Discord. “Now then! The meeting can start!” He pulled a cloud under him and curled comfortably on top of it.



“Harmony and Chaos have been against each other for millennia. My Father against your Mother, you know?” Discord struck a dramatic pose. “It is now time to change that!”



Luna raised an eyebrow. “You and my sister’s engagement and the wedding next month would have suffice—”



Discord shook a talon at Luna. “Tsk, tsk, Luna. That made Father merely peeved.” In an instant he was up in Luna’s face. “I want him hopping, frothing mad with rage!”



Luna glared at Discord, unimpressed. “My sister is not a vehicle for your personal tantrums with your father, Discord.”



Discord had the decency to look taken aback. “Why Luna, you wound me!” With a snap of his talons, he disappeared and reappeared, wrapped around Celestia. “I would never do such a thing to my beloved! Is that not, dear?” Discord gave Celestia a peck on her cheek.



Celestia blushed. “No, you would not.”



Luna stamped a hoof on the rocky ground. “As if you planning to elope with my sister is not infuriating to both Mother and your Father, Discord.”



At the word “elope”, Celestia flushed beet red. Discord floated lazily to Luna.



“Now, now. A honeymoon to a desert island in the middle of the Ocean of Peace is hardly ‘elopement’, dear Luna,” Discord said, pinching Luna’s cheek.



Luna swatted his claws away. “What then?” she spat. “What are you proposing?”



The smug smile returned on Discord’s face. “Since Celestia and I are to be wed, I figured that we should have a marriage of systems as well.”



“What do you mean—” Then it dawned on Luna. “Harmony and Chaos combined…”



“Indeed, Luna,” Celestia spoke up. “Right now, things are too structured, too orderly, even within Chaos. We operate in our own domains and never affect the other.”



“A sun and moon that move on their own, regulated in a timely fashion! Weather that move and progress in a predictable cycle and movement! Think of all the possibilities!” Discord beamed. “And how mad Father would be when all of us work together!”



Luna fell upon her haunches, stunned. “That… that is an excellent idea, actually.” She blinked. “But to go against Mother…”



“And that is why we must all give our best.” Discord grinned. “For we shall rail against the ones who raised this world.”
      

      
   
      All In for Sugar Cookies


      

      
      
         “More sugar, more sugar!  More sugar!  More!  Sugar!”



Twilight winced when the loud cry was punctuated with a mad cackle.  The ponies cowering behind her in the narrow alley whimpered and sunk to their bellies as hundred of thousands of years of evolution told them to make themselves as small as targets as possible.  No pony screamed or cried out and Twilight thank her lucky stars that she wouldn’t have to silence one of them so that the herd might escape.



She glanced up when she felt the pressure of eyes on her back.  Twilight turned slowly and kept her body low and close to the wall that was shielding her and a dozen other Ponyville residents.  Beyond the alley, across the main road, she spied movement in the shadows a moment before the welcome sight of Applejack crept into view.  AJ held herself in the alleyway opposite of them and mouthed silently.



“The coast is clear.”



Oh sweet Celestia, thank you!  Twilight sighed in relief and felt the tension drain out of her shoulders.  There was an opening, there was a way out of this for all of them.  She stood then and motioned to her wards, urging them to their hooves.  She pointed at Applejack and it took them only a moment to get the idea.  



The ground rumbled under them when all twenty plus ponies broke into a skittish canter, the farm pony with the big Stetson in the lead.  Applejack lead them into the next alley and then behind the town hall, down another backstreet until she stopped at Roseluck’s house.  Twilight moved forward, slipping through the crowd until she was next to Applejack and ducked down to press herself into the shade Rose’s overgrown window gardens provided.  



“What’s wrong?”  She whispered near AJ’s ear.



The orange mare flicked her ears and nodded her head toward the next broad thoroughfare.  “We got to time this one just right, Twi.  Otherwise, Pinkie is gonna see from that big ol’ oven she’s got in the square.  We’re gonna have to get these folks across one at a time.”



Twilight hissed under her breath and glanced back at the ponies behind them.  “Ok.  You go first and I’ll cover the rear.  We’ll send them across and then I follow.”



“After this, it’s a straight shot outta town.  Cover all the way.”



Twilight opened her mouth to speak when another wail of laughter echoed from the middle of town.  Pinkie Pie, her friend and one of the nicest ponies she had ever had the pleasure to know, cackled with unrestrained glee from atop the immense oven that had appeared overnight.



“That’s it!  That’s all of it!”  Pinkie’s voice carried well, but she sounded sick, as if her throat was raw from all the shouting and laughing.  “All the sugar in Ponyville is in there!  My greatest masterpiece!”



“Princess Twilight!”  Minuette, Ponyville’s resident dentist, poked her head up from the clump of scared evacuees.  “We can’t stay any longer!  I don’t know what Pinkie is up to, but she’s getting weirder by the moment and when weird stuff happens in this town, it can only be the harbinger of much worse weird stuff!”



Several ponies spoke up and murmured their agreement.  Twilight frowned, but she knew if she didn’t get them all moving soon, somepony was going to break ranks and then Pinkie would notice them.  She still didn’t know what was going on, but she knew she didn’t want to let anypony be captured and forced into sampling whatever Pinkie was creating.



“Ok, AJ, get across.  As soon as the way is clear, we start getting these ponies over and out of town.”



Applejack nodded and pulled her hat down tight over her eyes.  She glanced around the corner and then, like a shot, she was off and across in a blink.  Applejack skidded to a halt on the other side and spun around to check if Pinkie was looking their way and then waved her hoof while Twilight organized the exodus from her end.



Celestia must have been watching from above for all of the ponies to make it across unnoticed.



Twilight took a deep breath and watched the last pony cross.  She bunched her legs and waited a moment more before launching herself out into the open.



“Twilight!”



Her hoof caught on a cobblestone and Twilight hit the road hard.  “Go!  Just go!”










      

      
   
      The Cards We're Dealt


      

      
      
         Being turned to stone was not the problem. I’m still not sure why nopony understands that.



Look, let’s try to put this another way. You’re a mortal pony, so you’re more than a little constrained by your own inescapable fear of death. Immortality is a lot for a mortal brain to grapple with, but you’re smart. I'll just talk. I'm sure you can keep up with me, right?



Let’s start with an easy question: why are you alive? What’s your purpose? What is the answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and Everything? Not, of course, that there is one single answer—that would be silly. Everypony has a different purpose, after all. But what about your life, Princess? Just you?



It’s funny, really, how ponies never seem to know the answer to that one. The simplest question there is to ask, and none of you have a clue! Sometimes, I wonder how you can live with yourselves.



I don’t deal with that kind of nonsense. No, I know exactly why I’m here. But then, being the literal manifestation of a force of nature does rather let the cat out the bag, doesn’t it?



No, Twilight, listen to me. You don’t have to go and get… look, I know Rarity’s your friend and all, but her cat running off in your castle is hardly your biggest problem… I’m trying to impart universal wisdom here, Miss Sparkle!



There. Now we’re all sorted, and little kitty is back home where she belongs. May I continue?



Where was I? Oh yes. My purpose.



It is my purpose to ensure that there is always chaos. And unlike you ponies, this isn’t some self-built purpose chosen by me because it’s what I enjoy; my purpose is hardwired into my very existence. At the end of the day, though Celestia will try to bog you down in details and classifications and all kinds of boring, organised things like that, I am chaos. Chaos is me. To speak of one is to speak of the other.



You see now? Being turned to stone was never the problem. So long as there would always be chaos, I could be content to be trapped indefinitely. All I had to do was ensure chaos remained, even if there was only a little bit of it.



I didn’t have much to work with, of course. The lack of time wasn’t too much of a problem, but the lack of materials… you think I’d just be able to summon up anything in a second, wouldn’t you? My magic is nothing like yours: despite what you might think, it’s even more limited. Defending myself would have been expected, predictable, and so it wasn’t chaotic. I could only work with what I had. I’ll admit, plunderseeds are hardly the best hand, but I reckon my poker face was good enough to pull them off.



Have you ever played poker, Princess? It’s a wonderful game, it really is. Everything hinges on chance, on random chaos, but the level of skill involved in playing well is really rather remarkable. Of course, I’m barred from most tournaments. I do miss that game so…



I do believe it’d be a safe bet that you’ve never gone all in without certainty, Twilight, not once in your whole life. You don’t do things like that unless you have no other choice, and in poker you can always choose to fold and try again. But you and I both know that the fate of the world isn’t like poker, is it, Miss Sparkle? You only get one hand, and everything hinges on playing it right.



Sometimes, you have to go all in on a terrible hand. You can’t know what cards the dealer will turn over, you can’t fix the deck, you can’t do anything but wait, paralysed by fear and tension and a giant rainbow of harmony turning you to stone, hoping the seeds you plant grow and aren’t choked by weeds.



Come now, Twilight, all this talk has got me in the mood for a game. How about some chess? You know, come to think of it, chess is probably a much better metaphor for life than poker is… Oh, don’t give me that look, Twilight. I did my best with the cards I was dealt, then and now. See? “All” and “In”. You tell me how you’d monologue about chess with cards like that, hmm?



Now, remind me: grey goes first, don’t they?
      

      
   
      The Dumb One


      

      
      
         Rarity reached up a hoof and knocked lightly on the door. “Sweetie Belle, may I come in?”



“Sure thing, Sis! You wanna play dolls with me?”



She opened the door and saw her little sister sitting in the corner, surrounded by a small pile of toys. The room was a mess, but that was hardly anything new.



Sweetie Belle picked up one of the dolls in her teeth and tossed it over to Rarity. “Here, you can be Princess Wishlight, and I’ll be the big scary dragon. Rawr!”



Rarity let out a sigh and raised a hoof to rub at her forehead. “I’m sorry, Sweetie, but I’m not here to play with you. We need to talk.”



“Oh.” Sweetie Belle’s smile quickly faded, but she sat down patiently and looked up at Rarity. “What’s wrong?”



Rarity tapped her back hoof on the ground several times, resisting the urge to start pacing. “I just got back from having a very interesting conversation with Miss Cheerilee.”



Sweetie Belle’s ears flattened back, and she shrunk away slightly. “Is this about what I said to Diamond Tiara today? Because she totally started it.”



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “No, although we might come back to that later. This is about your grades.”



“Oh. What’s the big deal?” Sweetie Belle asked, pursing her lips.



“Sweetie, why haven’t you turned in any of your last three assignments?”



Sweetie Belle grimaced, then turned around and began poking at her dolls again. “’Cause it wouldn’t have mattered if I did or not.”



Rarity felt her eye twitch slightly, but did her best to keep her voice level. “What do you mean, it wouldn’t have mattered?”



“Because I’m the dumb one,” Sweetie Belle said, keeping her back turned. “The only ponies I scored higher than on the midterm are Snips and Snails, and even then it wasn’t by much. I’m just no good at school.”



“And so your solution is to just give up entirely?”



“What’s the point? I’ll get my Cutie Mark in something else soon enough anyway, right? Then I can just focus on that instead.”



Rarity ground her teeth together. A part of her wanted to react explosively, to yell at Sweetie Belle and tell her exactly how dumb she was being, but this was going to require a more nuanced approach. “Look at me, Sweetie Belle.”



Sweetie Belle mumbled something under her breath, but slowly turned around to face Rarity, keeping her head down.



Rarity reached out with a hoof and lifted her head to meet her gaze, and when Sweetie kept her eyes down, repeated, “Look at me.”



When Sweetie finally looked up, Rarity said, “Never give up, Sweetie. Never stop trying. That’s more important than anything else.”



Sweetie Belle pulled away, her lip trembling. “That’s easy for you to say! You always—”



“I mean it,” Rarity snapped, grabbing her sister with her magic and pulling her back. “You’re not good at school? That’s fine. Different ponies are good at different things. If you try something, try your absolute hardest at something, and you still have trouble figuring it out, then that’s fine. You go to Miss Cheerilee, or Twilight, or come to me. We will take the time and try our absolute hardest to help you.”



“But…” Sweetie Belle’s voice cracked, and she began trembling, eyes starting to fill with tears. “What if that’s not enough? What if I’m just stupid?”



Rarity let go with her magic and pulled Sweetie Belle in close for a hug. “It will be. And even if it’s not, it’s not the end of the world. We’ll be there for you, to help you find your way. But you can’t ever stop giving it your best effort, do you understand me?”



Sweetie Belle sniffed quietly, then wiped at her eyes. “I guess…”



Rarity smiled, then pulled back, patting her on the head. “Now, I think we have some long overdue assignments that we need to work on, hmm?”



“Bleh. Do we have to do that right now?”



“There’s no time like the present, Sweetie.” Rarity paused and then grinned, adding, “If we get the first one done before dinner, I’ll be happy to play dolls with you after.”



Sweetie Belle’s ears perked up, and her mouth broadened into a wide smile.



“Now, about this thing you said to Diamond Tiara?”



“Aww come on!”
      

      
   
      Competitive Spirit


      

      
      
         “I think I can safely state that that was the worst thing I’ve ever experienced in my life,” Twilight said as she trudged forward.



Rarity nodded and kept pace with the others. “Just watching it was awful. I cannot imagine having been on that stage.”



Ignoring the snickering coming from both the pegasus above and the baby dragon to her side, Applejack said, “There’s some chores on the farm that can come close to how bad that was.” She rolled her eyes as Rainbow Dash and Spike burst into full-fledged laughing. “But yeah, today was bad.”



“Rainbow Dash!” a voice called.



Their group slowed as Scootaloo emerged from the crowd and ran towards them. Pinkie, Fluttershy, Apple Bloom, and Sweetie Belle followed shortly after.



After skidding to a stop, Scootaloo took a moment to catch her breath before shouting, “I’m so sorry I didn’t get to watch you compete. We got trapped in that dumb House of Fun/World of Knitting place thing.”



Rarity shook her head. “Ugh. This carnival has had one problem after another.”



“Hey, Scoots.” Rainbow Dash landed and rubbed Scootaloo’s mane. “Not a problem. It’s probably best that you missed this.”



“Sorry we’re late,” Fluttershy said. “So… did you win?”



“Yeah!” Pinkie bounced up and down. “Did you get that ultra-rare, limited-edition, signed Wonderbolts poster?”



Applejack grimaced and placed a hoof on the back of her neck. “Well. That depends on your definition of winning. Rainbow Dash, Twilight, and myself made it past the final round of the PIEathlon, and so did a bunch of other ponies. Probably more than the organizers wanted, considerin’ there was only one prize. I knew somethin’ was up when they announced a final, no-holds-barred, all-or-nothing tie-breaker round. They offered anypony that dropped out a free soft pretzel.”



Rarity sniffed. “Not the best consolation prize considering the amount of pie-eating the competition had.”



“I wish I had taken the pretzel.” Twilight frowned.



“Basically, no one took them up on their offer.” Applejack lowered her hoof and took a deep breath. “They stuck us in these chairs and had some contraption set up to make ’em spin. It started off fine, but then those chairs started spinnin’ faster and faster. I think their intent was for us to just get dizzy and fall off, but let’s just say the competition was fierce this year and nopony was letting go.”



“I was afraid to,” Twilight said. “They didn’t even have safety mats set up!”



Applejack nodded. “Right. So, because our competitive spirit was so high and we didn’t want to break a leg, we held on longer than they had been plannin’ for. So, we went faster. Now, keep in mind we were already packed full of pie, and I don’t know about the rest of them, but I was already feelin’ mighty ill.”



Twilight groaned. “I will never eat a pie again.”



“So, it was really only a matter of time before... well…” Applejack eyed the grinning faces of the children who were enjoying hearing the story more than she was telling it. “Let’s just say the inevitable happened. And remember, we were already spinnin’ really fast.” Her ears drooped at the chorused “Eww” and the giggles that followed.



Rarity closed her eyes and shivered. “It was the most horrifying thing I have ever had the displeasure of seeing. It caused a chain reaction that spread through all the contestants and even several of the audience members. I’m lucky I was standing so far back!”



“It was amazing!” Spike said. “We have to come back next year!”



“Yeah,” Rainbow Dash said. “I’m not even mad the poster was caught up in the middle of it all. I hope somepony was taking pictures.”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “You can only say that ’cause you fell off early.”



“‘Fell off’ nothing,” Rainbow Dash said with a flick of her hoof. “I realized what was about to happen and took to the sky so I could watch it.”



Sighing, Applejack turned back to Fluttershy and Pinkie. “So, long story short, nopony won, they hosed us off the best they could, and the carnival will probably be closed down for health safety reasons.”



Twilight started walking again. “I’m going home to find a spell that will allow water to raise past its boiling point without evaporating, and then I’m going to find another spell to make me immune to extreme heat. It’s the only way I’ll ever feel clean again.”
      

      
   
      In Service of The Princess of Friendship


      

      
      
         Twilight opened the door to the throne room, her eyes scanning the circle of monolithic stone seats. She spotted Applejack looking up her the apples on her throne. Hoofsteps echoed through the nearly empty room as Twilight approached, she didn’t need to announce her presence, but Applejack didn’t look over. 



“Twi? I came here ‘cause there’s somethin’ important I gotta tell ya’, and I reckon it’s the sort of important thing this room’s here for.” Applejack turned to her. Her expression seemed serious.



“Sure!" Twilight said, smiling nervously. "This room should be good for something, right? It’ll probably work best for important things… these thrones aren't very comfortable.”



Applejack smirked and eyed her throne. “I reckon they ain't, but somepony’s gotta sit on ‘em. That’s why I’m here. I made up my mind.”



 “About… what?”



“This.” She nodded toward the throne. "Twi, I always been a friendly pony, but havin’ best friends takes time. My element was kinda… a rope, pullin’ me towards you. A reason I had to make the time. Then my cutie mark was a rope in the other direction, towards my work. With both of ‘em, I could balance, I was just as much in one direction as the other.



“When we gave up the Elements, I had to try and balance myself, makin’ sure I was givin’ as much to y’all as I was to my farm. I reckon it was workin’. Maybe not as easy, but I was gettin’ by. Then this heap of rock popped up, and Princess Celestia said you’d need us all, bein' Princess of Friendship, and there’s that  throne there with my cutie mark… it’s big, ain’t it? This is bigger than bein’ a good friend to you girls and sometimes slappin’ on my element.” 



As Applejack spoke, Twilight's heart went out to her. Applejack’s work wasn’t for fun or ambition, other ponies depended on her. That she still found time to be such a good friend was admirable, and they had no idea what being a part of Twilight’s… well… court would entail. 



Twilight swallowed. “It might be.”



“That’s a decision for me, Twi. Things are outta balance, and they ain’t goin’ back. Something’s gotta come first. Sweet Apple Acres is my home, and I gotta take care of things for my family,” Applejack said, full of certainty. “On the other hoof… I always been pretty hooves on there. I reckon a pony that’s got a throne oughta learn when to tell somepony else what to do and leave ‘em to do it.” Applejack gave a snort.



“This isn’t what you want.” Twilight said softly.



Applejack shrugged. “It ain’t what I expected, that’s for sure. As to what I want… I want my farm and my family cared for. But... I ain’t the only pony who can make that happen. And I wanna help you be the princess you oughta be, and spread magic all over Equestria. This magic castle seems to think I oughta be doin’ that, my cutie mark’s right here.”



She looked Twilight in the eye. “So, that’s what I wanted to tell ya’. I’m still gonna be livin’ on the farm, and runnin’ it best I can, but… I’m at your service. First. All the way, when you need me. Magic friendship stuff is my business, and on my down time I’ll get to farm some apples.”



“Wow. I-- I guess I do need to ask you for that… thank you,” Twilight said sincerely. “I know how hard this decision was for you. You and the other girls didn’t just help me become a princess, you’re what makes me a princess.”



“I reckon if I was gonna make a princess, you’re just the princess I woulda made. I got no regrets there.” Applejack grinned and nuzzled Twilight. “Now, I better get back to the farm. I gotta bunch to work out.” 



She left, and in the empty room Twilight looked at the other thrones. Applejack was just the first, she realized. She already had a life that demanded her attention, the kind of life that some of her other friends hoped for. What would happen if this got in the way of Rarity’s fashion career? Or… she actually felt sick thinking of Rainbow Dash having to decide between her role here or the Wonderbolts. She never meant to do this to them…



But those worries were for the future. Right now, she knew she had at least one pony by her side, no matter what.
      

      
   
      Dirty Dancing


      

      
      
         "I just wanted to apologize again for last night, Pinkie. If I knew you and Cheese wanted to be alone, then I certainly wouldn't have come in unannounced." Twilight Sparkle glanced at the menu.



She invited her friend Pinkie Pie out to lunch as an apology for interrupting some private time between the two party ponies. She heard a strange thumping coming from upstairs while she was picking up some cupcakes for Spike as a thank you for his hard work this week, and decided to investigate.



Curious, she walked upstairs and into Pinkie's room without bothering to announce herself; a mistake she promised never to make again.



"Oh Twilight!" giggled Pinkie Pie. "You don't have to apologize. Cheese and I were talking about bringing other ponies in, and you were one of the first ponies he suggested."



Twilight sputtered into her drink, flushing slightly as the water dribbled down her chin."While I am honored you would think of me to participate in such...rousing activities, I am afraid I have a confession to make. You see, I don't have any experience doing...that."



Pinkie gasped. "Twilight! You mean to tell me you've never done anything like that? At all?"



Twilight blushed again. "It's not that I haven't wanted to. It's just that I spent most of my time studying, and you girls are the first ponies I've spent any real time with. I guess I just haven't had the opportunity to do those kind of things.”



“Oh Twilight,” said Pinkie, shaking her head. “Why don’t you stop by tonight, and I’ll show you all the fun you’ve been missing.”








Twilight glanced around nervously before knocking on the back door to Sugar Cube Corner.  She glanced furtively up and down the street, though at this time of night she knew most ponies would be fast asleep.



C’mon Pinkie, open the door!



Twilight scolded herself for letting her nervousness get the better of her. Why did she feel nervous? They were just two mares, spending time together. Late at night. Alone. In a bedroom. By themselves. That wasn’t unusual, right? If Lyra and Bon-Bon could do it, then…



The door opening saved Twilight from her thoughts, and she quickly returned the hug Pinkie gave her. She followed the party pony upstairs, and before long they were sitting in the dimly lit bedroom, talking quietly.



“Twilight,” began Pinkie. “I figured you might be a little nervous, seeing as how it’s your first time and all.”



Twilight nodded mutely, a small blush coming to her cheeks.  



“But to make things easier, I already have myself warmed up and in the mood. This way, you can do what you feel comfortable with, and I will be ready for it. Shall we?”



Twilight nodded hesitantly.



“Okie Dokie. I’m going to put some music on. It helps set the mood, but I’ll keep it low so if you have any questions you won’t have to shout to be heard.”



Pinkie walked over to the small player sitting on the ground beside the bed. She set the needle on the record, and, after a brief pause, music began to fill the room.



“Now, I want you to start with your right hoof. Stick it in.  That’s it, just like that. Now move it up and down a little. There you go. Doesn’t that feel nice?



“Switch to your left hoof now, and do the same thing. See Twilight? You’re a natural. Now, stick your head in. Don’t worry! It doesn’t have to be the whole head. Just do whatever you’re comfortable with. I’m ready.”



“Pinkie, I don’t know…,” began Twilight.



“Shhh. It’s okay, Twilight. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Take as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere.”



Swallowing, Twilight nodded. “I’m ready.”



“Okay. Now try to move it differently than how you did your hooves. Once you experiment some more, you’ll be able to find a ton of new things to try to make it feel good.  Alright, time for the big finish. Are you ready?”



“I-I think so,” said Twilight, panting slightly.



“Alright. Stick it all in.”



“What? Are you crazy? Pinkie, you’ll get hurt!”



“Trust me, Twilight. I’ve done this before. There’s nothing you can do that I can’t handle. I just want you to take deep breaths, and remember to keep breathing.”



Twilight did as she was told, and taking a deep breath, threw her whole body in.



“See, Twi? I knew you could do the Hokey-Pokey!”
      

      
   
      All In


      

      
      
         Few know it, but in Equestria there still exists a form of slavery, though without the clanking iron chains, nor the whip’s salt-sting. Instead, this new servitude demands total commitment, devotion, and subjugation.



“Do you know why alicorns are so few and far between, Student? Equestria is a country of four hundred millions, spread over sixty-four commanderies and seven-hundred eighty-six prefectures; the waters of twenty rivers flood the land every Inundation, and the howling winds carry three deserts’ sand every summer.”



Princess Twilight Sparkle sat, winter’s cold barely ameliorated by the sputtering fire behind, stony eyes losing luster from countless sleepless nights. She blinked – in that split-second she dreamed, of the Castle's polished crystalline floors, of the musty smell of books wafting in the air – her eyes re-opened. 



Why did she ever agree to this? It seemed such a long time ago: she remembered reasons to do with ‘returning’ her mentor’s favor (Ha! How naïve), about propagating the family name, perhaps simple, sheer ignorance. But at heart, the decision came out of that uniquely intellectual faith – the belief that I owe my success to the toil of a thousands unseen unknowns, and it is my duty to repay them, through total devotion and total commitment to their welfare.



“Banish the thought of yourself from the work, Student. Whenever you use the words ‘I’ or ‘we’, you open yourself to partiality – and that is when the rot sets in.”



Enough dallying. Twilight’s back creaked as she raised her head, leveling with her newest task. It was a cyan pegasus, though to the alicorn she appeared teal-green. Of course she knew who it was; of course she could not reveal the well-known fact. She avoided the inevitable, pleading gaze.



“Defendant: Rainbow Dash. Guilty of an unauthorized use of potential mass-casualty phenomena over civilian habitations.” Her voice was sandpaper-coarse; it felt like it.



Overtaxed by the effort, Twilight suddenly lurched forward coughing – dry, hacking rasps, variants of which had gone on for months, attempting to dislodge a certain bit of mucus that had stuck in the throat. A futile gesture.



“Equestria is a land ruled by Law, Student, under which every pony is equal. The code is onerous beyond compare; we cannot expect the average pony to assume it. So we take on the burden, ourselves.”



Twilight continued to stare at the table. Her neck hurt, a little, whenever she straightened it; so she told herself. “Sentence is about to be passed: the Defendant is invited to submit pleas for consideration.”



A sudden deluge of papers on her desk, her chin nudged upwards by a thousand paper-sheets. She glimpsed the pegasus; her eyes quickly shut. It was only fair that she picked a letter randomly, or so went the explanation. It did not matter – letter after letter, parchment after parchment, the same words: The Sonic Rainboom was what saved our town… please, Princess, spare Rainbow Dash…



“You think that the ponies can govern themselves? Silly girl – have you ever met a pony from the Baltimare slums, or from the Northern Wastes? Have you seen them fight, tear themselves apart for the basest of reasons?”



Twilight had seen enough. “I don’t doubt the Defendant’s motives for breaking the Law. But this is a major repeating offence, and Equestrian law allows only one sentence for major repeating offences…”



“Is your solution any better? How long can this system last? How long do you think I can stand this endless, thankless work? How long before I rebel against this self-effacement, this self-destruction, this self-misery? How long, Teacher?”



A slight pause; a mysterious smile. “I know you, Twilight Sparkle. You may complain about your work, you may hate it – but you will never reject it. Because whatever you do, you do so with full commitment; you go all in.”



Teacher spoke the truth, however uncomfortable it was to hear. One day, perhaps, somepony would come up with a better system, one less dependent on the virtues of the alicorns – but until then, Twilight Sparkle was darn right going to give it her all, put it all in, in her terrible, miserable role as Equestria’s lawgiver.



“Rainbow Dash!” the alicorn announced, tossing a tablet of sentence before the cyan pegasus. “For your repeated offence in activating a Sonic Rainboom, you are hereby banished to the Moon for life!”



Few know it, but in Equestria, there still exists a form of slavery – the slavery demanded of its alicorns.
      

      
   
      Apple Bloom Tempts Fate


      

      
      
         	Apple Bloom was deep in thought.



	Mostly the thought was 'consarn it!', with the occasional interjection of 'this is so dumb' and 'I don't get to do anything fun ever' for variety. But she was deep within them.



	She had too much to do. She had too many chores, and too much homework. She knew, as an absolute and unimpeachable fact, that there was not a foal in Equestria who had as much busywork to do as her, who had less time to spend with her friends, exploring the world, playing games, and generally having fun.



	The truth, if she was entirely honest with herself, was that there was just a lot to do on the farm that week and her elders needed her to chip in and do some of the lighter chores. They couldn't ask her to buck trees or pull loaded carts or work the market on her own, so they asked her to take care of all the animals, feed them and clean up their pens and collect the eggs. But the truth was boring.



	Plus, Sweet Apple Acres had an awful lot of animals to take care of. At least the sheep and cattle could look after themselves for the afternoon if she asked them nicely. They might call it a favor to be repaid later, at a time and in a manner of their choosing, but since Applejack got rid of the Cowfather they didn't do that so much anymore. The pigs needed to be washed and fed, Winona needed to be washed and fed and exercised, and the chickens needed to be washed and fed and have their pens cleaned out and fresh hay loaded in and the eggs collected.



	All while the little time Apple Bloom could potentially spend with her friends was slipping from her grasp forEVER.



	“There has to be a way,” Apple Bloom pondered, “to speed up some of these chores.”



	She had thought this through a thousand times before, spending time that could have been spent actually doing the chores properly instead (but that would have been defeat), and had meticulously cut every corner that could be cut. She had gone lightly with the feed (“Won't kill them to go on a diet for one afternoon.”), she had been sloppy with the washing (“The pigs don't care and Applejack won't look closely anyhow.”), she had only played fetch with Winona four hundred times rather than five hundred. But there was still not enough time to do all the stuff she had planned with her friends later.



	There was nothing for it. She had to break the First Rule.



	Nopony had ever broken the First Rule and escaped unharmed. But she would. There was no other way.



	After she had done it, she took the basket on her back, and began to walk back to the farmhouse, a road that suddenly seemed infinite and full of peril.



	“I can do this,” Apple Bloom whispered to herself. One hoof forward, then another, then another, then another. “I can do this.”



	She reached the edge of the field and lowered her hoof down on the flat, dry road leading to the barn. A small smile grew on her face. “I'm doin' it,” she whispered, breathless with awe. The open barn door was right in front of her now. “I'm—”



	“Apple Bloom WATCH OUT—”



	Apple Bloom screamed as Scootaloo crash-landed on top of her, wagon and Sweetie Belle in tow, and the precious cargo exploded and coated them all with disgusting, sticky, and now completely unusable egg yoke.






	“So,” Applejack said, her voice clear despite the brush in her mouth. “What did ya learn?”



	“Nopony cheats the First Rule,” Apple Bloom recited from within the bathtub.



	“How was I supposed to know not to do a flying entrance?” Scootaloo asked as the brush scrubbed her mane. “Ow! That stings!”



	“Look on the bright side,” Sweetie Belle said, playing happily with the bubbles. “We're all together now.”



	“Yeah, great,” Apple Bloom muttered. “I swear, I would have gotten the basket safely indoors if you hadn't shown up just then.”



	Any further discussion was interrupted by a noise and a flash of light from under the water.



	“That wasn't me!” Scootaloo preemptively exclaimed.



	“Wait,” Sweetie Belle said, “Apple Bloom, get up from the water.”



	Apple Bloom did so, and looked back. “You have got to be kidding me.”



	On her flank was a picture of a broken egg.
      

      
   
      All Her Hopes and Dreams


      

      
      
         Across the vast desert plains that score the Badlands, there is little to see. Dirt and dust cover much of the rock and pitiless hard earth underneath. There is scant vegetation save for a couple of hardy shrubbery that cling and suck the only moisture around, and even they are shrivelled and dying.



If one were so inclined to trek as far, there lies something that is not completely barren or wasted. There lies the ruins of an ancient civilisation, with tall pillars worn down and roughened by the winds and the occasional torrential rains. Though life among these ruins have diminished from their past glory, there are still those who walk among the dead masonry.



For among these ruins a pegasus crawls, with a bandaged leg forcing the winged equine to limp from column to column. Her wings were tattered and ragged and her breath coming in short gasps. The pained sounds of her struggles echoed through that which had been forsaken long ago.



The pegasus steadily makes her way to the inner sanctum of the ruined temple. Inside, the sunlight doesn’t break through the ruined ceiling. The immortality of the roof’s construction proving the mastery of its creators with stone. On a usual day, the pegasus would usually stare at the wondrously crafted designs, she would take in the austerity of the crumbling civilisation and ponder on her craft and calling.



But today was not a day to hesitate or appreciate. Today she moved towards her goal without looking or staring, only stopping to set down a bundle in the shade. She limps down the stairs, silently cursing the extravagant architecture as she made her way down to the only source of water in the Badlands. Stumbling and collapsing on the last few steps of the way, she came upon the chamber which housed the only natural spring for miles around.



Though the spring held water to satiate the thirst of a whole civilisation long ago, now it only contained mere drops compared to the bounty it had given. But the drops were enough for the small pegasus. Enough to last her for the day. She took a cautious sip, tasting the slightly flat but refreshing liquid. The water felt heavenly on her tongue and she was tempted to drink and drink and never stop.



She held back though. She had come on a more important mission. Unslinging the proofed pouch from her neck, she drowned the pouch and watched as the water seeped in. When there only a shallow puddle left, she swung the pouch back onto her back and lapped at the rest of the water. It would be enough to see her back.



Back up the torturous stairs she climbed. She struggled with the additional weight that threatened to tip her over and send her tumbling down back into the chamber. She grit her teeth and grunted with every step. Concentrating on the next step in rhythmic beat to keep her moving, to keep her going.



One after the other, she told herself. Not far, only a few more to go.



With a monumental effort the pegasus pulled herself up the last couple of steps. She staggered to the left and leaned heavily on the column. Her body screamed at her to sit, to lay, to rest, but she knew that if she did so, she might never get up again. The temptation was too great, she had to keep going.



Step, step, step.



Have to keep going, I have to keep going for her, she spoke to herself, her resolution hastening her steps slightly.



Ahead was another sound. A life among the barren ruins. The cry tore at the young pegasus’ heart and she shuffled faster, breaking into a limping canter as she closed in on sound.



“Shh,” she crooned as she got close. Two large green eyes blinked at her and the small bundle quieted. “It’s okay, I’m here now.” She unslung the small water pouch and pressed it to the muzzle of the small infant.



“There you go,” she croaked, giving her some more water. “There you go.”



The pegasus glanced back the way she came, she almost groaned out loud as she thought of the excruciating journey back to the water spring. It would fill up again in a few hours. Until then she would keep this little one company. She hummed a small tune, singing the vulnerable newborn to sleep. 



A changeling she put all her hopes and dreams in.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Alone


      

      
      
         After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, the pink filly opened her eyes. Immediately she knew she was completely and utterly alone.



She surveyed her surroundings, looking for any sign of her sisters. Instead, she found rocks. Rocks to the right. Rocks to the left. Rocks before her and behind her. Rocks as far as the eye could see.



It was all Pinkie could do not to howl in dismay.



Pinkie was filled with a sense of urgency. What would happen if she couldn’t find them? Would she be alone forever? Would she ever make it home? Would she have to spend the rest of her days eating rocks? She couldn’t do that; she only liked rocks in the form of candy!



It wasn’t long before Pinkie came to the only logical decision she could; she had to find her sisters. She picked a random direction and darted off the rock she’d been resting on. With any luck she’d find at least one of her sisters before long.



She bounced from rock to rock, eagerly looking behind them all for any hint of her sisters. But every rock, stone, and boulder she looked behind brought only disappointment. It wasn’t long before her jaunty pronking slowed to a dismayed crawl.



After looking behind what seemed to be the thousandth promising looking boulder and failing to turn up a single pony, sister or otherwise, Pinkie gave up. There was no way she’d be able to find anypony in this desolate wasteland of brown and grey.



A million images raced through Pinkie’s head. Her parents teaching her the basics of rock farming. The first time Maud and her made rock candy together. That one birthday that Limestone and Marble surprised her with the most delicious mud pie ever. Those were good memories. It was a shame she’d never be given the opportunity to make any more…



Disheartened, she threw herself onto her back, closed her eyes, and accepted her fate.



No!



Pinkie’s eyes shot open as a small part of her defied her terrible destiny. There was no way she was going to let things end like this. She would find her sisters or die trying!



Inspired, she scrambled to the top of a particularly tall boulder, hoping the extra height might let her see something she had missed before. And after a few frantic moments of searching, she was positive she saw the slight hint of a purple mane behind a large rock to her right.



Ecstatic at the prospect of seeing one of her sisters again after what had seemed like years, Pinkie galloped as fast as possible through the rock towards her destination, rounded the corner, and almost straight into her older sister, who was lying on her side and playing with a small rock.



“Maud!” She exclaimed, happy to have finally achieved her goal.



Maud looked up at her and blinked slowly. “Hi, Pinkie.”



Unable to control her exuberance, Pinkie embraced her older sister in the tightest hug she’d ever given. She didn’t let go until she remembered the point of her quest, and tapped her sister on the shoulder.



“Tag, you’re it!”
      

      
   
      A Darkness on the Eastern Horizon


      

      
      
         Luna stood up top the cliff, the very tips of her front hooves already over the precipice’s edge. She turned and walked along the edge and watched the dirt loosened by her steps fall into open air and disappear in the night’s dark below. The armor she wore was heavy, cumbersome, uncomfortable. She wore it not for protection, but so those who fell beneath her hooves would do so knowing the full power and stature of the Mistress of the Night.



Before her, far below the cliff, a city twinkled and shone in the dark of long night. The largest city to have ever been built, spires tall and domes fat, lit by magical lanterns of all colors. Luna had helped lay its foundations in a time forgotten by all, even her sister. Forgotten by all but Luna herself.



At the city’s center stood the Castle of the Two Sisters, its walls and towers high above all else, nearly matching even Luna’s cliff in height. Celestia wasn’t in the castle. She was out searching for Luna in the night. But Celestia wouldn’t find her. 



With Celestia gone, the castle and its city were unprotected. Only the city’s guard remained.



Luna allowed herself the smallest of smiles.



The city’s streets were wide, clean, trailing around resplendent gardens where lazy ponies could roll about low-cut grass and sweet-smelling flowers. But no ponies could be seen in any of the streets or gardens now. The windows of every home had been closed and shuttered, and all was quiet. The city was tense and restless and scared, because even though its ponies did not know when or how, they knew their punishment was coming and coming soon and swift. And there was only one just punishment for disloyalty and treason.



Behind Luna, in the dark boughs of the trees and the swirling storm clouds overhead, watchful and anxious and waiting, were her pegasi. The few pegasi still loyal to her and to Equestria. No unicorn or earth pony had heeded her banner’s call. Those few pegasi were all that were left to her. But they would be enough, for they were of the oldest pegasus families in the kingdom, descendants of the pegasus warriors who had thrown the gryphons from the cliff sides of their ancient mountain eyries and driven the wily, secretive deerfolk wizards from their hidden forest villages with raging wildfires and spilled blood. They few understood the beauty and power of the night, and so they few had come when she declared an end to the sun’s tyranny.



Now they waited. They waited for her in the shadows of the Everfree Forest, unseen and ready, unknown to those below. Their wingblades were sharp, their armor light, so they could easily sweep down the cliff, through the city streets, into windows, and draw out the blood of the traitorous and the cowardly. A storm of their own making grew around them, to be thrown down over the city with the first charge. Fierce winds bent the trees and pulled at their manes and tails and wings, and her pegasi waited and were calm.



She looked up, past the swirling clouds, and she saw them. The stars. They were still there. Pointed lights, painted in her own mind and given life in the sky to give hope and light to those lost in darkness. Denied, rejected, ignored. They still lingered in the sky.



Luna looked to the east and stopped pacing and waited and watched. 



No red or orange or pink haze appeared behind the mountains, but still Luna waited, because she knew Celestia’s tricks and she knew Celestia would love nothing more than to allow her some fleeting, worthless hope, only to take it away for herself as she had taken from Luna everything else.



Luna waited and watched, and the sun never rose and the morning never came.



Luna looked up at her stars, and they still shone and forever would.



She turned back to the city and stamped her hoof a single time. She spread her wings wide and threw herself over the edge of the cliff. Behind her, with a great rustle of feathers, the pegasi hurtled by the dozens down into the dark with their storm.



Luna and her pegasi and the torrents of blinding, pounding rain and the lashing, feverish wind and the blistering, quick, bright lightning descended upon the city. Only the howling of the wind and the crackle of the thunder announced their arrival.
      

      
   
      To the Sun


      

      
      
         “Are you sure that this is the right night?”



“I am certain. My sister has always maintained that it was a dream this very eve which convinced her that ascension was possible.”



“But it has been six hours and nothing has happened! No great inspiration! No visions of Star Swirl the Bearded!”



Luna tilted her head. “My sister has never said that Star Swirl served as inspiration for her ascension.”



“That’s not the point!” Twilight waved her hoof over the sunlit hill, gesturing towards the white unicorn who sat calmly sipping tea on a blanket in the valley on the other side. “She’s just sitting there drinking tea, like she has been for the last hour!”



Luna frowned. “’Tis true that her dreams have been most unenlightening, but Celestia’s dreams seldom were much like those of ordinary ponies.”



Twilight sighed, crouching lower on the hill. “I just wanted to see what inspired her,” she muttered miserably into the grass. “You don’t think she lied about it, do you?”



“I… do not believe so. I remember her waking one morn and claiming she had a most curious dream. Indeed, ‘twas to understand her dream that I spent so much time seeking the answer to how one might observe them myself.”



“Well, I don’t think anything in this dream is weird! It’s boring! And time spells only work once per pony. If this isn’t the right dream, we’re never going to find out.” Twilight hung her head. “Are you sure that Princess Celestia didn’t say anything more about her dream?”



“I know as much as you; she said that one morn, she simply knew that she must become an alicorn, and that it was within her grasp if she but discovered a new source of magic. ‘Twas the magic of light that she discovered, the ability to bend it to show her what she willed, just as I discovered the magic of dreams and you, of friendship.” Luna shook her head. “But she knew not why it was of such import that she succeed, only that she must for the good of all ponykind.”



“Yeah, she told me that as well.” Twilight sighed, ruffling her mane with her hoof. “I just… are you sure you haven’t seen anything strange since we got here? I’d hate to think we came up with a spell to view thousand year-old dreams for nothing.”



“I must admit that the dream with the carnivorous cake was most entertaining, but I do not believe that it is what lead my sister to the secret to eternal life.” Luna paused. “Though I must admit, my sister’s understanding of pastries vastly outstrips mine own.”



“Ugh.” Twilight rubbed her face. “Well, if that was it, we’re probably never going to understand it.”



Luna raised her hoof. “Hold, Twilight. She is doing something.”



Twilight crept forward to peer over the hill once more, narrowing her eyes. “She’s writing. Can you make out what it is?”



“Nay, not from this distance.”



The white unicorn paused, then set down her quill and ink beside her before lifting her teacup to her lips once more.



“That’s it?” Twilight asked, staring. “It should be longer!”



“It may be irrelevant. We have some time yet before she wakes.”



Twilight shook her head. “I’m taking a look.”



Her horn ignited, the small scrap of paper slowly gliding way from Celestia as if caught on a current of wind, only to rapidly zip up the to where Luna and Twilight sat. Twilight quickly pulled the page down beside the hillside, holding the paper less than an inch from the tip of her snout as her eyes quickly flashed across the fresh ink.



“What does it say?” Luna whispered.



Twilight’s eyes widened in shock, the paper dissolving into mist in front of her as her spell collapsed in on itself, the dream shattering, leaving the two ponies lying on Luna’s grand mattress where they had been sleeping.



Luna slowly lifted her head from her pillow. “I did not know my sister knew to ward her dreams back then.”



“It wasn’t a dream ward,” Twilight said, trembling as she rose to her hooves. “It was ordinary writing.”



Luna blinked. “Are you saying mere words broke your spell? What dire warning could do such a thing?”



Twilight looked Luna straight in the eye as she spoke.



“I can hear you.”
      

      
   
      Big Trouble


      

      
      
         Scootaloo had always wondered how many fireworks could fit in her wagon.



The answer was twelve, if anypony were to ask, as long as she stacked them right. Two more than Apple Bloom could manage—and twelve more than Sweetie Belle wanted. But what did she know? Adding a pair of drapes and a roll of duct tape to the equation could only lead to one thing: cutie marks.



It was foolproof, but Sweetie Belle had been full of nothing but questions since they started. Like, ‘are you sure this is safe?’ and ‘would our sisters think this is safe?’ and ‘this doesn’t seem very safe.’ But that wasn’t even a question! The real questions that needed asking were ‘does that look like enough duct tape to you?’ and ‘do you think this hill is big enough?’



The hill certainly was, by Scootaloo’s standards. They had painted a runway down its face, which tapered to a point in the distance.



“Are you really sure this is safe?” Sweetie Belle asked as she sat in the wagon, hooves around Apple Bloom’s barrel, warily eying the stack of fireworks over her shoulder.



“Rainbow Dash can go fast enough to make a sonic rainboom and she’s still okay,” Scootaloo said. She flashed a grin that would have sent a diamond dog running for the hills, but Sweetie Belle grimaced.



“That’s not really what I—”



“Yeah, yeah, Scootaloo,” Apple Bloom cut in. “Just get to lightin’ ‘em.”



“Psh. You’re just mad I could get more fireworks into the wagon than you could.” Scootaloo blew a raspberry at her.



Applebloom flustered. “Am not!”



“Are too!”



Apple Bloom glowered at her. “Just light ‘em already.” She pulled her goggles down over her eyes.



“On it!” Scootaloo likewise snapped her goggles into position—“Ouch!”—and fished a match from its box. It flared to life at the flick of a hoof, and she reached behind them to light the fuses, which had been knotted into a single larger one—a trick they had learned the last time.



The flame became a hiss, and Scootaloo retook her seat in the wagon. “Scoot over, Apple Bloom. You’re hogging all the room.”



“I am scooted over. You’re the one hoggin’.”



“Girls…” Sweetie Belle said, clinging tighter to Apple Bloom.



Scootaloo took hold of the wagon handle like a steering wheel, teeth gritted in victory. “Cutie Mark Crusader Wagon Racers are go! In three! Two! One!”








“I’m so glad you girls could help me move all my stuff into the castle,” Twilight said, she and her five friends walking toward her new home.



“No problem,” Rainbow Dash said, flying circles above her head.



Applejack gave Twilight a nudge. “You didn’t think we’d let a friend of ours lug all that stuff across town all day on her own, did you?”



Twilight smiled. “I have to say, it definitely helped speed things up.”



“Yea!” Pinkie Pie bounced alongside her. “But I wish that big, mean meanie pants Tirek didn’t blow up the library in the first place.”



“It’s okay, Pinkie.” Twilight smiled reassuringly. “I might have lost a lot of things in the library, but they were only things. And hey, I have a castle now.” She smiled up at the massive crystal tree before them. “I mean, that’s a once-in-a-lifetime trade up. Can’t complain there.”



The others ‘mhmm’d.



“Really,” Twilight continued, “I’m willing to bet things will only get better from here on out.”



“You really think so?” Fluttershy asked.



Twilight smiled at her. “I know so.”



“Well, if you know so, then what’s that sound?” Pinkie Pie asked.



“What sound?”



“The one that sounds like three screaming fillies strapped to a wagon full of fireworks.”



The six looked up, and above them soared a little red missile straight at the castle. Its entirety detonated in a shower of colors and squeals of scattering firecrackers. Jaws dropped, none more than Twilight’s. 



When all fell still, three wobbly little heads poked out from the rubble, and five pairs of eyes glanced nervously between each other. “You don’t think that tree has another castle-makin’ box we could use, do you?” Applejack asked.



Rainbow Dash shrugged. “Wanna go check?” They stared at Twilight, who remained frozen in place, jaw to the ground.



“It might be a good idea,” Rarity said, grimacing. They backed away slowly and headed for the Everfree, before another kind of fireworks were sure to go off.
      

      
   
      The Sea Pony


      

      
      
         Come here, you two. Give your uncle a hug. I got you a present!



Yeah, I know Hearth’s Warming was last week. I… hadda go away for a while.



Here. It’s that Daring Do action figure all the kids are talking about.



That was last year?



Look, her leg kicks when you turn her head behind her.



Well, it’s supposed to. Lemme see that.



Huh. Guess I shouldn’t’a put it at the bottom of my saddlebags. It needs some glue, is all.



What? What’d I say?



I didn’t mean “glue”. I meant “paste”. Slip of the tongue.



I’ll fix it. I’ll use some… special paste. Bring it back good as new.



Dammit, kid! Don’t give me that look.



I am not shouting. Just gimme the lousy toy already.



Get back here, you two! Sweetie, tell your kids they’re acting crazy.



Forget it. Keep the toy. Keep it, throw it out, I don’t care.



Hey, I’ll tell you a story. I’ll sit right here in this chair. If anypony came in here and sat behind me, they’d hear a story.



I’m starting the story now.



This is the story of the sea pony.



He wasn’t always a sea pony. At first he was an earth pony like you and me. Nothing different about him. That was his problem.



He had a job figuring how much money the rich ponies had and how they could keep more of it. If he did something clever, his boss took the credit, but if he messed up, he took the blame. Mares wouldn’t give him the time of day. They were all down at the docks, ogling the sea ponies.



Look across the bay on a calm day, you’d think you never saw nothing more peaceful. But the sea ponies were there, underneath. On stormy days you’d see their heads bobbing between the breakers, them smiling like those big widow-makers were a kiddie ride. At night they’d roll in on the waves, shake out their flippers, toss their stringy seaweed manes back, and stride into town like they owned the place, which they did, at night.



They were mean, ugly, sharp-toothed bastards, but they got respect.



So one day our hero finds himself in an alley with a guy knows a guy knows a sea pony. He forks over a month’s bits for a tarnished gold chain. “Just put it on and wait,” the guy says.



“What’s the catch?” he asks.



“Why should there be a catch?” the guy says. “Anytime you want out, take it off and throw it away.”



So he puts on the chain. Nothing. Weeks go by. Then one day he sees somepony stare at him and look away quick. He reaches a hoof to his neck, finds slits there.



His hooves stretched out into claws. His hair stiffened and turned to scales. Soon he was riding the waves and rolling into town at night himself.



He’d never felt so alive. Mares loved him. When he finally found the one he wanted, she took him, teeth, scales, and all.



But he started biting her. Couldn’t help himself. Those long needle teeth, they had to bite. Then he’d run back to the water, and she’d follow, wading in after him until he disappeared under the waves.



One day she bit back. Took him by surprise. He looked at her neck, saw a gold chain and a baby set of gills.



“What,” she said, “you thought there was only one magic chain in the world?”



So they went into the bay together, and that was okay, until one day she took up with a shark with long black teeth and swam off.



By now he’s buddies with the sea ponies. They’re okay guys, mostly, but like I said, they bite. They drift. After a few years he’s surrounded by strangers again.



So he climbs back onto shore, shakes the water from his mane, and reaches for the gold chain.



But his scales had grown over it. He clawed at his neck until it was bloody, but that chain was in too deep. So he went back to the sea.



But every Hearth’s-Warming Eve, he comes out. His gills don’t work right in the air. He blinks in the sunlight, lurches around on webbed feet, dripping marsh-water, and looks in the windows of the ponies he used to know. So he can still recognize them. So he can keep them away from the water.



Yeah, Sweetie, I know they wasn’t listening. It’s okay.
      

      
   
      Refrain


      

      
      
         The Sun soared above the dead earth.

  

Her shadow raced over the the dry ground beneath, cast by the swollen sun above.  Its light stained her white feathers with a crimson hue.  The air was thin, so thin that only the strength of her flight magic enabled her to stay aloft.  The sky was a deep blue that bordered on indigo, a few faint stars showing despite the sun's presence.



The Sun flew on, dry canyons, crumbling hills, and flat, barren plains passing beneath the shadow of her wings.  The sun, above, moved but slowly.  As sunset finally drew near, she came to a mountain—the worn, broken stub of a tooth biting at the sky.  She landed atop its windswept peak and nodded a greeting to the figures that waited there for her. There were five a them—six, now.



They reminisced softly together as the sun sank below the distant horizon.  The stars emerged, and the moon, a scarred and ancient orb, tiny amid the vast blackness of the sky.  After a time a seventh figure arrived, appearing as if from nowhere.



"Chaos."  The Sun greeted him with a nod. "It is time."



"Why yes, I do believe it is," he replied with a lopsided grin.



"Even this is a joke to you?"  The Sun's voice was mildly reproving.



"Why not? There's nothing left to care about, princess."  The title was a mocking sneer.  "You might as well let your mane down a bit and have some fun."  He gave her a broad wink, then he straightened, drawing his long body upright.  The others, the Sun included, arrayed themselves in a circle around him.



Chaos put his hand to his chest in a melodramatic gesture, lifted his head, and sang.



The notes that emerged screeched high and blatted low.  They chimed like bells and bellowed like wild animals.  They were deafening, and they were so soft they could hardly be heard.  They were, in short, utterly discordant.



Even as the first jarring notes rang out, the world began to change.  Mountain and sky, moon and stars, all shifted, reformed, changed their colors, sizes and shapes; becoming first one thing and then another.  Strange scents filled the air, which felt hot, and cold, and other, less nameable things.  Soon all was an incoherent jumble. 



Only the seven were left unchanged.



One of them lifted her head.  Fire, scaled in red and orange, half-spread her leathery wings and sang; clear, ringing notes floating over the chaos.  A flicker of flame wreathed itself around the seven, then grew until they stood amid a sea of fire.



Earth joined her voice to Fire's, the stocky minotaur sending forth deep, rough notes that supported the brazen tones of the dragon. The flame solidified beneath their feet, becoming a churning plain of lava.  Titanic bubbles roiled and burst, sending cascades of molten stone all around them.



Air beat her wings, rising up to hover above the churning lava plain, and burst into song.  High, brazen notes poured from the golden gryphon's throat, and a breeze whirled itself to life.  The lava began to cool.  Soon the seven stood on a black stone plain, though in the distance lava still fountained up, beginning to build hills as it fell and cooled.



Then Water propped herself up on her finned forehooves, her tail curling behind her, and smooth, liquid tones came from her throat.  Rain began to fall from dark clouds above.  Her voice harmonized with Earth's, the two singing in perfect counterpoint, and the land beneath them heaved, rising up to form a cliff, below which the rain puddles suddenly, somehow, became a sea.  Waves crashed in time to Water's song.



Last of all, Sun and Moon sang together.  The clouds parted, revealing a beautiful night sky, the full moon looming close.  They sang on until it set and the sky to the east lightened with the soft colors of dawn.



All seven now sang, six voices in harmony, one still in discord.  All around them trees grew, flowers bloomed, and birds began singing too, heralding the dawn that now spilled its light over the first day.



When the song finally ended, Chaos turned to the Sun. "What will you do this time, princess?"



The Sun reached back and undid the ribbon that held her shining pink hair.  She shook it loose to fall around her shoulders.  "I believe I will actually be a princess.  Who knows, it might even be fun!"
      

      
   
      Safe


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom was almost done with her art project when the sirens began wailing. The other kids immediately began making noise: several cheering loudly, one flighty filly in the back of the schoolroom letting out a terrified shriek. Bloom added a groan of her own to the chaos.



It was just annoying. She had really been in the zone. Halfway through the best apple tree she had ever drawn, and she had drawn a lot of apple trees. She considered taking the paper and pencil with her, but she wouldn't have the room or light to continue.



Besides, she had a job to do, as dumb as it was. She hopped up, trotting to the back of the room as Miss Cheerilee valiantly tried to get everyone else to calm down. The trapdoor sat in a weird place in the corner of the room, and it took all her strength to heave the heavy panel open. She peered down into the darkness for a moment before Miss Cheerilee caught her attention and she glanced up to nod.



The other ponies pushed and shoved as they formed a loose line, more out of natural rambunctiousness than any real worry. Except for Alula in the very front, her wings twitching as she hyperventilated.



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes. “One,” she muttered as Alula dived past her into the darkness of the basement. The next ponies took it slower. “Two. Three. Four.”



Sweetie Belle was number eight, and she and Apple Bloom shared a quick look of exasperation. The colts were all excited about getting out of doing schoolwork. Most of them were too dumb to realize that recess was in another ten minutes, and that they’d miss most of that instead.



“Twelve. Thirteen. Four— What?”



Silver Spoon stopped right in front of the entrance, her eyes wide. “Where’s DT? Is she inside already? I didn’t see her!”



Apple Bloom exhaled. “Yeah, sure. She’s down there. Just go already.”



Silver Spoon bit her lip, looking back over her shoulder one more time before climbing down.



“Fourteen,” Apple Bloom said, wrinkling her nose. “Fifteen. Sixteen.”



Miss Cheerilee stood at the back of the line, herding the last stragglers past Apple Bloom. “Is that everyone?” she asked.



Apple Bloom frowned. Twenty, including herself. There were supposed to be twenty-one. Had she seen Diamond Tiara? She didn’t remember any blank-flank-related insults. 



...Come to think of it, hadn’t Diamond gone to the bathroom a few minutes before the sirens? Apple Bloom was struck by a devious idea.



“Twenty-one.” Bloom smiled widely. “That’s everyone.”



It would serve her right to come back to find everypony gone all of a sudden. Apple Bloom’s only regret was that she wouldn’t be able to see the look on Diamond Tiara’s face when she freaked out.



“Very good,” Cheerilee said, shooing Apple Bloom into the musty dark. Cheerilee came in behind her and the heavy trapdoor slammed shut with a rattling bang, leaving them in total darkness.



At least until the shield spell activated, encasing the tiny chamber in a purple bubble. The wan light revealed a room far smaller than the classroom above in here, hardly enough room for all the kids. It didn’t help that they had lost all sense of order. Everypony knew that with the shield spell they were completely locked in for a good half-hour. Colts were roughhousing and wrestling in the dust, while other ponies tried to stake out their own parts of the room to sit and talk in. Over in one corner, Alula had curled up in a tiny ball.



“Have you seen Scootaloo?” Sweetie asked, sidling up to her.



Apple Bloom shrugged. “She’s here somewhere. Boy, I’m sure sick of all these emergency drills, aren’t you?”



Sweetie nodded. “For sure. But…”



Apple Bloom’s eyes narrowed as she caught sight of Silver Spoon and Diamond Tiara seated on the floor side-by-side, whispering and giggling with one another. “Hm?”



“Didn't we have one of these last week?” Sweetie said. “I thought they only tested the alarms like once a month.”



Apple Bloom blinked. Her eyes slowly trailed up to look at the ceiling, at the glow of the impenetrable shielding spell and the heavy trapdoor right past it. When she looked down, she noticed Cheerilee staring upwards as well, her face pale. Their eyes met for an instant, and then Cheerilee put on her best reassuring smile.



“Don’t worry,” Cheerilee said. “Everypony in here is perfectly safe.”
      

      
   
      Los Lunas


      

      
      
         The sun was a red smear on the horizon when Trenderhoof stepped off the coach. A lazy breeze blew across the town's main street, sending two hock-high tumbleweeds skittering through the dust. Above the door of a nearby building, a wooden sign creaked in the wind.



"Keep your bits, mister. An' good luck. Ain't nobody ever asks to come to Los Lunas." Overland Express, the pretty brown mare who pulled the coach, tossed her mane and looked around. "My route don't come this way often. If you're set on stayin', if you really wanna go all in, I'll be back at sundown next Saturday. I'll wait five minutes for you, an' then I'm moving on."



Trenderhoof laughed. "I guess I'd better be on time, Miss Express."



Overland frowned at him. "You're darn right, mister. This place gives me the whinnys." She took another look at the town and shivered. "If you want my advice, Dodge City's only two days north of here. You can walk that, easy—just make sure you bring some water. And a blanket. The Badlands get mighty cold once the sun sets. I got the coach at least. That ain't such a bad place to spend a night if you have to."



"Wait, you mean you're not staying?"



"In this place?" Overland snorted. "Heck no, I ain't crazy. Anyway, look me up when you get back to Dodge City. You seemed like a nice enough fella. I wouldn't mind takin' you back to Filly Delphia, assumin' you come to your senses."



"Are you sure you won't at least stay for dinner? My treat?" Trenderhoof gave a nervous glance at the town, noticing for the first time how deserted it seemed.



Overland shot him a coy smile. "That's a nice offer, mister. But no." Without another word, she walked her carriage around and began the long trot north.



Trenderhoof turned back toward the town's main street. Come on, T, you're a travel writer. You can do this. The old wooden sign creaked again, and this time he took the time to read it: "Lulu's Gags, Gifts, and Grub". Well, he was hungry. Lulu’s seemed like a good enough place to start—and if this wound up being a ghost town… Trenderhoof swallowed down a lump of fear. Well, if it was a ghost town, better to find out now. Maybe he could scrounge up a few dried flowers and a blanket or two before night fell.



As he opened the door to the shop, Trenderhoof heard bells jangle overhead. The sound reassured him; it felt cheerful and friendly. And the store looked well tended, not at all like the run-down relic he’d expected to find. Tall, narrow shelves surrounded him. Most held kitschy Western memorabilia or games for colts and fillies. A few had food, and exactly the sort of food Trenderhoof expected in a place like this: tins of baked beans, the mix for a make-it-yourself campfire casserole, hard rolls that looked like they’d keep for weeks. The sorts of things a pony might eat while riding the range, as they say. That was what they said, wasn’t it?



A voice sing-songed from somewhere at the back of the building, “Coming!” Trenderhoof nickered, feeling his barrel relax and loosen. He continued to browse the shelves, breathing in the warm scents of this rustic locale, already thinking about the words he’d use to lead off his latest article. He reached the end of one aisle, turned down the next…



...and collided muzzle-to-muzzle with a grinning Princess Luna. A Princess Luna who wore a moustache and a dark beige duster with wing cut-outs. Trenderhoof took an involuntary step back.



“Oh, this is wonderfully exciting,” Luna said. “It has been nearly a month since my last visitors! You must be weary, traveler. Is there anything that I, a simple shop-keeper in this quaint Western town, can get for you?”



“P-princess?”



“No, no, good stallion! I am not your princess—only a simple shop-keeper as I said. But surely, you must want to buy something! What would you like?” Luna flashed a wide, toothy smile at him.



“I think… I’m good, actually. Maybe I’ll just… look for a place to stay?” Trenderhoof took another step back.



Luna gave a twinkling laugh. “I believe my friend the innkeeper is nearby! You should talk to him!” She trotted away and returned seconds later, wearing a bowler hat and a long grey beard.



“On second thought,” Trenderhoof said, “Could I buy a blanket and some water?”
      

      
   
      Fetch


      

      
      
         Winona was a good girl.



She’d always known it. Her best friend had told her so, from the days when the world was so much bigger, till right now. Over and over, so many times, that Winona was a good girl. 



Winona knew there’d been times she’d caused a whole heap of trouble. She just got carried away sometimes. Things were so wonderful and exciting and next thing you know there was a big crash and sharp things everywhere! That day, she learned not to play with the hanging blanket on the table. 



She remembered the very first time, back in the days that her best friend was smaller too, when she went inside instead of outside. She’d soon learned what was for doing inside, and what was for doing outside. And each and every time she caused trouble, even if she got scolded till her ears were back and her tail tucked, she was forgiven. Then there’d be a hoof petting her, or a stick to fetch, a ball to chase, and always, always that she was a good girl.



Sticks weren’t supposed to chase you back. But the world could be a funny place, couldn’t it?



Winona had a good life. Summer after summer spent amidst the apple groves, having a nap while her family worked. She’d keep an ear out, though, in case varmints needed chasing off. Sometimes something didn’t smell quite right, and she had to bark and bark and bark until somepony came to investigate. They didn’t always understand, but that was okay. They always found a way to listen when it really mattered.



Sometimes, though, they didn’t listen quite soon enough. Especially the little Apple. She was a good girl, just like Winona. And just like Winona, she could cause a lot of trouble. Winona understood that. They were a lot alike, so sometimes when the little Apple was sitting in her room being punished, Winona went to sit with her. She wanted the little Apple to know she understood. That Winona would do anything for her.

That Winona would protect her.



The little Apple wasn’t supposed to go into the woods, Winona knew that. She’d barked when she saw her heading there, but nopony had been round to hear her. So she’d followed. She ran after her till she caught up, but by then they were in the woods. Winona had started being quiet then. She’d stayed quiet until things started to smell wrong, and that’s when she whined. She wanted the little Apple to turn around, to go home. But she hadn’t. She kept going. She only stopped when Winona started to growl. She only really listened when the bad-smelling sticks arrived.



Winona did what she had to do. She got between the little Apple and the sticks, and she barked as loud as she ever had. She growled and she yapped and she hollered. When the sticks kept coming closer, she bit.



But the sticks bit back. And it hurt. It hurt like nothing had ever hurt before, but that didn’t matter. If she didn’t ignore the hurt, the sticks would hurt the little Apple too. And when it was done, the sticks were scattered across the forest and Winona was aching and it was going to be okay. It was going to be okay. The little Apple was listening now, and they were going to go home.



The sticks put themselves back together again. Winona was really hurting, but she did what she had to do and bit and shook the sticks until they were scattered again and again and again. They kept putting themselves back together. They kept biting and scratching Winona until she couldn’t see right, till she couldn’t walk right, till she wasn’t sure she could even get up anymore.

But she still got up. Finally, she bit one of the sticks and didn’t let go. She bit down hard even when it started to pull to try to go back to the other sticks. She wouldn’t let it. She laid there and kept that stick bit tight. She kept her family safe.



She bit till her best friend was there telling her it was okay to let go. She wagged her tail to say it was alright because she couldn’t bark anymore. Eventually, the nice yellow pony was there too. She gave Winona something cold to drink, something that made her sleepy. That was good. She wanted to sleep, now.



Winona was a good girl.
      

      
   
      A Mere Tiff


      

      
      
         Have at thee, wretched Sun Raiser!



Twilight shuddered. The light drizzle soaking the stones of Canterlot Palace amplified her emotional chill.



"Twilight, love, are you here?"



Night's vile harridan! I shall be your bane!



The voice was hers, but the tone... She couldn't help flinching as the words rolled through her mind. Remain still as hoofsteps rang behind her required effort. Luna's wing draped across her withers, and she measured her breaths.



"How much did you see, dearest?"



Twilight closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Enough to be scared."



Forelegs wrapped around her, pulling her in close. Twilight did not resist.



"Do I scare you, Twilight?"



Wiping rain from her eyes, Twilight shook her head. Luna cooed and squeezed her.



"Tell me what is on your mind, dearheart, and perhaps I can alleviate your fears."



"It's just..." Twilight sighed. Talking before thinking wasn't like her. Her emotions clamored for control. She scrubbed at her face again. "What was that, back there?"



Luna hummed. "Siblings squabbling. A mere tiff. We have done so before, though we hold back when we know others are present. You were... not meant to see that, Twilight."



"Luna, that was not a tiff." The emotions came rushing up and Twilight breathed, beating them back. "You didn't destroy Celestia's throne, you unmade it."



"And my sister remade it." Luna shrugged.



"That's my point." Twilight shook her head. "The energies you and Celestia were throwing around, they're... I've never experienced anything like that." Her breath shuddered.



"Twilight, you're a princess now." Luna's nose pressed against her neck. "Such displays of power should not shock the former Element of Magic."



It took all Twilight's strength not to pull away. "You've been princesses for hundreds of years. I've been one for..." She squinted. "One year, seven months, twelve days. I've had to adjust to having wings, new responsibilities, ponies looking at me differently... And only now do I realize how much more there is for me to learn?"



She rolled her head to the side, watching droplets pool in a low spot. "I've never been afraid of learning. But what I saw back there..." She whipped around to stare into Luna's eyes. "There's so much more to being a princess, to being your lover or even your friend, than I ever imagined. I haven't thought everything through. It frightens me."



Luna frowned but did not respond.



"You're playing on a whole other level than me, Luna!" Twilight stood, pacing around the balcony, face turned to the wet stone. "I may be a princess, but I don't see the world the way you and Celestia do. Inside, I'm..." She gave half a laugh. "I'm still just a regular old unicorn. A unicorn who can't begin to understand the things she's seen."



Turning back to Luna, her heart sank. The other princess's wings brushed the floor. Twilight felt a pull toward her, but resisted.



"I do not know if I can truly understand what you are going through," Luna said, voice low. "Relationships are built on understanding. Do you..." Luna's voice broke. "No longer wish to be my lover?"



"Luna, I..." Twilight drew in a breath through her teeth and let it back out fully. "Communication builds understanding. Right now, I'm too emotional to communicate effectively." She let out another half-laugh. "I just need to think about things before I answer your question." She stepped forward and placed a hoof on Luna's shoulder. "Don't jump to conclusions before I do. Okay?"



Luna looked at her, emotions plainly warring on her face. "I will..." Her voice hitched. "I will give you the space you need. I only hope you return. I cared about you before I loved you, and I shall care about you still, should you decide you no longer love me."



Twilight swallowed. "I'll keep that in mind." Her hoof wavered. "Luna..."



Luna snorted. "You would not be the first pony to spurn my affections."



Twilight should have hugged her. Huge spheres of destructive energy flickered across her memory. It was cold. She shivered.



"Don't think less of yourself, Luna. I just need to know that, if I'm going to be a princess, and if I'm going to be... with you, that I'm prepared for everything that entails."



Luna lifted her head and assumed a mantle of calmness. "My door is open, when you wish to talk."



Luna's held her head high as she left. Twilight though about the word "when".
      

      
   
      Just Another Tuesday in Ponyville


      

      
      
         Another day. Another disaster befalling Ponyville. 



Vunkerthorn - Grand Visor of the Southern Kingdoms - had not taken kindly to the Princess’ repeated requests to disarm his drakefire weapons program, and had unleashed his draken army upon Equestria. Though much smaller and less dangerous than typical dragons, what drake wyrms lacked in size, they made up for in numbers. 



Initial skirmishes in the great plains to the south had not stopped the relentless horde, and now the vanguard of the dinner plate-sized creatures had invaded the town without much prior warning. 



“This way! This way to safety!” Doctor Whooves yelled, ducking just in time to avoid a burning belch from one of the drakes flying overhead. Behind him, the impromptu gathering of Lily Valley, Cloud Kicker, Vinyl Scratch and Thunderlane followed as closely as they could, ducking, dodging and weaving various bits of debris sent flying by the chaos all around them.  



“How do you know it’s safe?!” Cloud wailed while flying overhead, rubbing her skull where a drake had collided with her head-on. 



“Just trust me...and don’t...stop...running!” 



“Where’s Princess Twilight and the others?!” Lily squealed, watching in horror as the roof of the house they ran by caught fire. 



“Oh you know, probably waiting for the last possible moment until they can save the day, as usual!” Cloud replied. 



“Hey, that is like...not cool y’know!” Vinyl panted, just about keeping up with Cloud.



Thunderlane broke away from the group briefly, soaring sideways to land a meaty hook on the drake trying to scorch Roseluck’s prized petunias. “Agreed,” he said, rejoining them. “They’re off somewhere doing their best. You know that.” 



Cloud harumphed, falling back to let Doctor Whooves more out in front. From the centre of town he had led them, through the smoke and chaos, and was now on a direct path leading out of the town. She angled her neck downwards, preparing for the final dash to safety, when the earth pony suddenly put the brakes on, screeching to halt before a nearby tree. 



“Okay, here we are!”



Cloud doubled back, joining the others as they nearly fell over themselves coming to a sudden stop. She looked at where he was pointing.



“Did you...paint this tree blue?” 



Whooves looked at her as if she had gone insane. “Well of course! I had to make sure it was the right one, now quick! We can’t waste time!”



“You can’t be serious dude.” Vinyl lifted up her sunglasses, peering at the pony-ish sized hole in the trunk Whooves appeared to be suggesting they should all climb into. Dried paint droplets littered the grass around the tree’s base. 



“Yeah,” Thunderlane agreed. “There’s no chance that’ll fit all of us!” 



“It’s bigger on the inside, you melonheads!” Whooves said, jabbing his hoof at the entrypoint. “Please, all of you, inside!” 



About to respond, Cloud heard a noise from behind, and saw at least a dozen drakes eyeing them up from across the street. Too many to fight, and likely too many to flee from too. 



Wondering if she had truly gone mad, Cloud took the plunge, hurling herself through the hole.








“Oh my gosh! How did you guys find my emergency water-pistol room?!”



Cloud opened her eyes to a toothy grin, having just undergone the uncomfortable sensation of being used as a landing cushion by four other ponies. 



Doctor Whooves clambered off of the pile, brushing himself down. The room they were in resembled the inside of the oak library, but contained lines of water-pistols, all hooked up along the walls. 



“Yo Pinkie!” Vinyl waved. “We were wondering where you were. You guys uhh...aware of the situation up there?”



“You betcha!  Drakes get scared by water-pistols like you would not believe. I’m just here to drop some off to the girls!” Pinkie scampered to each wall, building a precarious tower of the objects onto her back, before bundling them all into a suitcase too small for the task. “If Twilight’s right, we should be done by tea-time!” 



“Marvelous, Miss Pie. You don’t mind if we wait here for it all to blow over?” Whooves asked.



“Nope! See you all later!” Pinkie bid them a final wave, and bounded through the room’s only exit, which promptly vanished, blending into another solid wall.



“Wait,” Lily asked, looking around in confusion. “How do we get out of here?” 



And Whooves found himself on the receiving end of four very pointed stares. 



“Ah…”
      

      
   
      Faults


      

      
      
         Undirected magic was dangerous.



Not in small amounts, of course. Small amounts could do little more than fizzle and shimmer away through the air as heat and light and sound. And besides, a little bit of undirected magic was commonplace—no spell could be perfectly efficient. Was that not Cartrot's Principle? Any foal worth her salt should know that. No, small amounts of undirected magic could do no harm whatsoever.



But what if one were to let undirected magic build up, and the air were to accumulate magical energy faster than it could dissipate?



The first sign would be the heat, a little shimmer of an oasis in the air. No, still not dangerous, but a sign to be wary nonetheless. Soon enough, that telltale rippling of the air would be followed by sparks, tiny arcs of lightning that would usually hit the ground but could sometimes spit like a frying pan, catching a pony's coat. No harm done—just a brief flash of pain and a tiny burnt spot of fur that would grow out in a week or two.



Few ponies ever saw a magical build-up more powerful than that. She had been lucky enough to have seen it once, in a university laboratory in Canterlot. There, the technicians had contained the danger before it could get out of hoof. The sheer energy contained in such an event had made the air vibrate, the distinct bell-like tinkle of magic resonating to a full, deep hum. It could shake a pony to the core, that noise, filling not only her ears but her whole body, submerging her in sound.



Right now, the air was not humming with magic—it was being torn apart.



Around her was a storm, not of clouds and rain and thunder but of space and time and magic. The whole universe was distorting, bending and tearing along fault lines in the fabric of reality itself, dark cracks around her ripping open under sheer force of raspberry–pink magic. To the ponies standing in the crowd, watching on in awe-struck terror, it was frightening, and they weren't even surrounded by it, safely tucked away in the stands behind Celestia's shield.



The storm didn't frighten her: it made her feel great; it made her feel powerful. It was, perhaps, the first time in her life that she'd truly understood what those words meant.



This was how a magic duel should be—not some childish show-off contest, but a true battle of wits and power. The first to strike the other's shield, the snug-fit aura laid against their coats by Celestia herself, would win. There were no other rules, though plenty of measures to keep the crowd safe. This was a duel with no holds barred, and she wasn't pulling any punches.



Neither, of course, was her opponent, which was exactly why she had chosen to challenge the mare opposite her. It had taken a bit of persuasion—first, that this wasn't for revenge or some petty reason like that, but rather a true desire to push her limits; and second, that they would both be safe—but an all-in duel was always bound to make ponies a little nervous. The energy fracturing the space around them was, she conceded, more than enough reason to be so.



Yes, undirected magic could be dangerous. But, Trixie knew, there was no reason for her to feel sca








“Twilight?”



“Yes, Princess?”



“Are you alright?”



“A little shaken. Is she okay?”



“… the doctors say she's stable.”



“Oh.”



“It wasn't your fault, Twilight. You both knew the dangers.”







“I want to see her.”



“I'm not sure that would be—”



“I want to see her.”



“Very well. Twilight?”



“Yes, Princess?”



“… nothing. Forget I spoke.”







"How is she?"



“… the doctors say she's stable.”



"Ah. Of course."



“Princess?”



“Yes, Twilight?”



“Are you alright?”



“I… I have been better.”



“It wasn't your fault, either.”







“Thank you, Twilight.”
      

      
   
      Strength


      

      
      
         Applejack considered herself a pony of action. The fact of the matter was that there was very little in her life that couldn’t be solved by the simple application of effort. There was a kind of beauty to how her troubles seemed to work themselves out as long as she kept at them and trusted her gut, even if she didn't realize how to solve them at first. 



Right now, her gut was making a very persuasive argument to stomp into town, find a certain addle-headed colt, and deliver a beating the likes of which Celestia herself had never before witnessed. Of course, that wouldn’t actually do Apple Bloom a lick of good.



All that useless energy twisted up her chest like a great, big, coiled spring in her heart. Trying to ignore it, Applejack knocked softly on her sister’s closed door.



“You wanna open the door, ‘Bloom?”



“Go away!” Apple Bloom’s anguished voice tightened the spring just a bit more. “I wanna be alone!”



“You’ve cooped yourself up in there since yesterday, and it’s noon now. At least you gotta eat, sugarcube.”



“No!”



Applejack jumped as something crashed into the bedroom door from the other side, followed by the clinking of broken glass.



“I’m coming in,” she said, leaving no room for question about it. It helped that the only locks in the house were on the front and back doors.



A shattered picture frame lay on the floor next to the door. The picture it held, yellowed and curled from the passing of years, showed the two of them with Rarity and Sweetie Belle after their first Sisterhooves Social together. The sight of the splintered frame put a lump in Applejack’s throat that she swallowed back down. She knew Apple Bloom didn’t mean it, but it hurt anyway.



Carefully stepping around the glass, Applejack approached the figure curled on the bed. Apple Bloom’s back was turned to the door. Quilts wrapped around her half-covered the three pink-white apple blossoms on each of her flanks. Gingerly taking a seat on the edge of the bed, Applejack placed a hoof on her sister’s back.



“I said, I wanna be alone.” Apple Bloom’s voice threatened to break into sobs. She sniffed and twisted herself away.



“I know, sugar. But this ain’t good for you anymore,” said Applejack. She paused as she tried to put her next words together. “Sometimes you gotta let go and keep goin’.”



Stiffening to Applejack’s touch was Bloom’s only response.



“Mac and I are worried to bits.” Applejack desperately wished for the right words to say. “I know you’ve been hurtin’ something fierce, but I want you to know that you can count on me to be here for you. There ain’t a single little rough patch that you gotta make it through by yourself.”



“This isn’t some little rough patch!” Applebloom sat up and whipped around to face Applejack. Despite the red puffiness around them, her eyes were fiery and sharp as thorns. “This isn’t like the little filly crushes I had on Miss Cheerilee’s schoolyard!”



“That ain’t what I meant at all, Bloom. I just mean that you don’t have to go through this alone, that’s all.”



“You sayin’ there’s some kinda miraculous way you can split the hurt between us so I only feel half as bad?” Apple Bloom sobbed. “‘Cause the way I see things, I’m the one who got my heart broke, not you.”



“I’m no stranger to heartbreaks. I’ve had my fair share. And believe me when I say that it ain’t something that’s bigger than you are, no matter how small you feel right now, sugarcube.” Applejack put both hooves on her sister’s shoulders. “You’re strong, Apple Bloom, and you’d better believe that it’ll take a lot more than this to keep you down.”



“But I just—” Apple bloom stammered. Her eyes fell away from Applejack’s. “I don’t feel strong, AJ. I just feel all hollowed up inside. And tired.”



“There ain’t no Apple alive that wasn’t born strong. Especially you. I’d raise my right hoof to my Element to say so.”



Apple Bloom launched herself forward and took Applejack into a tight hug. It took Applejack a moment to recover—she’d never in a hundred years get used to how Bloom was bigger than her now.



“I loved him, AJ, with my whole heart. And I really, really thought he loved me too.”



Applejack rocked slowly from side to side, patting Bloom’s back.



“There, there, sugarcube. I know you did.”
      

      
   
      Prior Thoughts


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Where The House Is Not, Home


      

      
      
         It was dark as Twilight Sparkle stared up at the unfamiliar ceiling. The ceiling of her new room. Her castle. Not home.



By any right, she should have been sleeping. She was exhausted. Behind one blink she saw Tirek, his destructive magic rushing towards her. It could have ended there, had she been slower. Another blink, Celestia, Luna, and Cadance, slumped and drained of magic. They had risked everything on her. Another blink, her friends in a cage, her library burning behind them.



A soft sneeze and rustle from nearby pulled her back from her thoughts. Her friends weren't in a cage -- they were here, with her. On her ridiculously-oversized bed. Princess-sized. Her castle had grown with a bed. She looked at her friends, piled around and against her, and a smile threatened her lips.



The castle had grown with empty bookshelves. At this moment, Twilight knew, there were eighteen books on them. A precious eighteen books on shelf space for tens of thousands, and many of those were caked in soot, barely presentable. The only respectably clean books were a tiny cross-section of the Daring Do series, long-since "forgotten" loans that Rainbow Dash had faithfully returned when most necessary.



Behind a blink, she saw the library again, smoldering, its walls still issuing whorls of smoke from the embers deep within. She saw the ash, dancing in sad pirouettes to tumble into the basement through the ruined floor. She saw her magic lifting ruined tomes, gored and maimed and hollowed, useless and contaminated. She saw the bent tube and cracked lenses of her telescope. The hem of her printed bedsheets, burned to strips.



Somewhere downstairs she had a new pair of saddlebags, made just for her by Rarity. They lay empty, draped over a ledge or folded neatly and set on a table or the floor, maybe. She would see them for the first time in the morning.



On the balcony above and to the left, she knew, sat a pristine telescope, gleaming under Luna's moonlight. If she thought about it, Twilight imagined that she could see it when she didn't blink.



Twilight had a home. A wonderful home, one in a tree. A library that was her home. Everything had been in that wonderful, perfect home. Had, past-tense. Now she had a castle. A crystal castle of sharp, geometric edges that had everything she needed. A crystal castle that had nothing at all that she really needed.



She tried closing her eyes, to sleep, but the memories wouldn't cease.



An unknown time passed as she lay there, eyes drifting listless from this to that about the room. Twilight thought she saw Owliscious passing through the window -- in or out, she couldn't tell. She heard the slow, some-more-soft-than-others breathes of five other fillies; felt their heat. Their friendship.



A rustle and a motion from beside her, and friendship in the form of a limb abruptly slid across her, and she stifled a surprised yelp. She ran through her checklist: did it hurt? no. Is this a problem? not really. Is it helping? ...actually, yes.



Yes, it was helping. Twilight glanced around again, and looked -- actually looked -- at her friends. Here, in her alien room and her alien castle, in an awkward and, it must be admitted, somewhat uncomfortable heap of bodies, for no other reason than she asked them to not leave her alone after the horror that was the day. Friends, there for her.



Maybe, she thought, the castle wasn't meant to provide everything she needed. Maybe it was a place she needed where the things that mattered would be.



Without realizing it, Twilight Sparkle drifted into restful slumber.
      

      
   
      Protracted Thoughts


      

      
      
         If there was one thing that Twilight realized upon becoming an alicorn, it was that she was now basically a character from one of Spike’s comic books. Every sense she had had been amplified nearly tenfold. She could see dust mites below her as clearly as she could see the hoof in front of her face. Her ears pricked up at the sound of a pin dropping ten rooms away. She could taste each individual chemical in every single one of Pinkie’s cupcakes. For the first time in her life she was at an acceptable BMI level.



However, as she had also discovered, there were many things that becoming an alicorn did not affect. One of these was her imagination.



Twilight glared at the blank sheet of paper in front of her. It stared back silently. Provocatively. She took in a breath and scribbled a few words—Clean Slate woke up from sleeping—but soon released the breath and crossed out what she had. With a spark of her horn, the paper crumpled up and threw itself into a nearby wastebasket. It hit Reject Mountain with a plat before tumbling to the floor.



She sighed and let her head slam onto the desk. “Oh, I hate writing fiction! Why did I have to sign up for this writing competition…?”



“Because you wanted the grand prize?” Spike suggested, hauling the wastebasket onto his back. It was his third trip that hour.



A thick blush crossed through Twilight’s face as she thought of the full-size plush replica of Princess Celestia offered as a prize. She managed to lift her eyes up a few inches. “You’re right. I’ve just never had writer’s block this bad. How am I supposed to write a short-story good enough? There are actual, legitimate writers entering this competition! I’m not creative!”



Spike stopped to pick up a few paper scraps that had tumbled to the floor. “Yeah. It’s too bad you haven’t been writing fiction since you were a foal like some of those guys. Right, Twilight?” He paused, but no response came. “Twilight?”



Twilight shook. If she had been blushing before, now she looked like she was ready to explode. Wings twitching, Twilight rose from her chair. It clattered to the floor behind her. Shadows covered her face. “Spike,” she murmured into her desk, “where is the journal I got for my sixteenth birthday?”



“Huh? What jour… Oh.” Spike took a step back. “Oh. Twilight, a-are you sure? You told me that you never wanted to see that book again!”



“I’m desperate, Spike! This could mean the difference between life and death! I’m going all in!” Twilight leaped up to a nearby bookshelf and began tearing books out, stacking them into a wall behind her. Spike struggled to haul his stubby legs over the wall before it closed him out. Twilight’s eyes moved a lightyear-a-second. But soon, she broke out into a massive grin. “Aha! Got ya!” She snatched a small notebook from the back of the shelf and landed softly near her desk.



The notebook was a bright pink, and covered with glittery sprinkles. She had gotten it from Princess Celestia years ago. The front read: “For a future princess.” Huh, Twilight thought. Maybe I should have picked up on that earlier.



Her grin spread wider than any grin Spike had ever seen. Wings slowly stiffening, she flipped through the notebook. Her breath seemed to catch with every other page. By the time she had reached the end, she was nearly hyperventilating. Spike could see her chest thumping.



“Perfect,” Twilight whispered into the worn pages. “Perfect.”



She spun around to her desk and grabbed a new sheet of paper. Setting the quill to paper, she began: Starswirl’s broad shoulders swayed with each wide step. His flanks glistened with sweat.








Dear Princess Twilight Sparkle of Ponyville,



We are sorry to report that your story has been disqualified from competition for containing mature content not permitted by the official rules. Furthermore, your use of the phrase, “She reached towards his protractor,” caused not a few judges to faint and/or vomit. We suggest that you think long and hard before entering another competition of ours.



Sincerely,

Page Turner

Vice President of the Ponyville Writer’s Society



P.S.: President Bookmare has requested a full version of your story to be sent in ASAP. She did not respond when queried as to the nature of her request, but hopes that you will understand.
      

      
   
      Gone


      

      
      
         The pillar. It’s empty. 



Why is it empty?



When I was here, it was full. It was full of someone, someone who was bitter and cold, but also important.



I know he’s important, because whenever the white horse comes to visit me, she stares at the creature and the creature stares back. She never stares at any of the other horrible creatures the way she does with this one, no matter how ugly some of them look. A strange feeling always comes over me when it happens, but it quickly goes away after she pets me a bit and gives me a special treat for helping guard the prisoners. Sometimes I catch her glancing back as she flies out of the cavern, but those times she seems more sad than mad. I never really understood why she felt like that, but at the end of the day, I feel like I wasn't really supposed to either.



My noses made their way to the top of the stone tower that kept the creature, the putrid smell still makes me gag like always, and I determine that the creature must have left only a short while ago. The two cuffs meant to chain its legs were shattered, whether by the creatures own power or another mysterious force I don’t know, the fact is it’s gone. 



All three heads whined with agitation as I plopped down in the once filled pillar. My mind was blank, nothing like this had ever happened before, and I had no idea what to do.



Do I escape again to chase after him? Would the white horse be mad if I left on purpose? Could I warn the small purple pony about what had happened? Would any of the smaller ponies even listen to me?



My heads began to spin from the questions, no matter how hard I tried no single answer came to me. Soon I was on my side, howling form a mixture of pain and anguish. The white horse would surely never come visit me again now that I had let someone escape, and who knows what kind of horror the horrible staring creature would do to Equestria?



I stared at the chains by my paws, eager to take out my frustration I bat them with my huge paws, causing both to fly out of the pillar and crack into many pieces on the hard stone floor. A feral roar escapes the middle head, with the other two joining in shortly afterwards. I leapt from the pillar, smashing into the broken chains and breaking them into even tinier pieces. Energy flowed through me as I found joy in destroying the one thing that mocked me in existing. 



A renewed sense of duty awoke inside me, even if not all the prisoners were in the prison, it was still my job to watch all of them. I couldn't let one escapee cause me to falter, otherwise even more prisoners would escape, and then no one would respect me as a guard dog ever again. 



I shook my pelt, and padded off. There were prisoners to guard, and I was the only one capable of doing it.



I didn't even bother to clean away the chains, they couldn't even be distinguished from the plain stone floor anymore. 


      

      
   
      The All-In-One


      

      
      
         “It slices, it dices, it cooks and it cleans! It does everything! A truly multifunctional all-in-one!”



Intrigued by the enthusiasm laced within the bombastic voice of the salespony, Luna leaned in to inspect the strange device. It was small, barely the size of some of the cakes her sister would love to devour. She tapped it experimentally with her hoof. The salespony–Flim or Flam she didn’t remember–was instantly by her side.



“Ah I see you’ve taken an interest in one of our fine products! What say you, Princess, take this opportunity to allow us to demonstrate it to you?”



Luna had barely nodded in response before the pony in his pinstriped shirt magically whipped out some vegetables, a knife and a cutting board.



“You know the traditional methods of cutting up vegetables?” He cut up the vegetables slowly and unevenly. Luna had to agree that the vegetables no longer looked appealing the way he butchered them like that. “Well, Princess, you no longer have to worry about that because this machine does everything! Just slide in the vegetables like so–“ the vegetables went into the funnel at the top “–hit the button on the side–“ the curious little box started sparking and churning, Luna took a few steps back “–and hey presto!” With a cheerful *ping* the box churned out a vegetable soup that looked and smelled absolutely tantalising. It truly looked like it could do everything, but Luna was wily to assumptions about merchant goods. She asked all the prerequisite questions.



“Thou sayest anything? Art thou sure of thine quality of construction? Will thine box be up to the task for its operation?”



Flim-or-Flam nodded vigorously.



“I guarantee it, Princess! Working satisfaction or your bits back! Just a small point of interest…” The unicorn reached into his shirt and withdrew a lengthy looking scroll. “Be sure to read the manual and adhere to all the safety precautions. Without the manual, well, unfortunately we can’t service your product. Make sure you read it. Some legal matters…”



Luna drifted off as the pony recited quite a long list of legal clauses, when he was done he passed her the scroll. Luna looked dubiously at the long document. Then she smiled, she would test it herself!



“A deal has been struck!” she declared, hoofing over the requisite bits. The salespony gathered the large sack of bits and grinned form ear to ear. 



“Here you go!”



Luna couldn’t help but rub her hooves together with glee. Ah, modern science, Equestria has truly excelled technologically since the last time she had perused its markets. It seemed she had only blinked before everything changed. She glanced at the faintly gleaming metal contraption. Oh this was going to be so much fun!








Celestia yawned and stretched, stretching out her wings in preparation for her morning ritual. The mornings were a time of peace for the solar princess and she savoured every moment of the quiet solitude that–



“SISTER! WE HATH A MATTER OF GREAT IMPORT TO IMPART TO THEE!”



Or she could have it all shattered by the only family member that would burst into her room like that. Never mind the awkward position of her splayed buttocks in the air whilst she had been completing her stretches, or the shocked expressions and their reddening reactions of the guards as they whipped their heads back from leaning in for a look, or the fact that Luna had broken down the doors in her haste to convey important information.



This, Celestia thought, had better be freaking important.



From Luna’s expression Celestia veered away from her initial assumption that the world was about to end. She carefully rearranged her posture so that she wouldn’t be embarrassing herself anymore and faced her overly enthusiastic sibling.



“Oh sister! Thou hast to have thine hoof at this!” She brought out a strange metallic object with a funnel on top. “It does everything!” she cackled, looking around the room. She trotted over to Celestia’s desk and swept up a bunch of scrolls and dumped them into the machine. Before the alicorn could object, the button was pressed and the machine churned and hummed as it worked its magic. With a *ping* a bowl was served with a year’s worth of taxation and accounting reports served deliciously with creamy mushroom sauce.



“Luna,” Celestia spoke in the silence that preceded. “Did you read the manual?”



Luna shrugged sheepishly.



“Nopony doth read manuals, sister.”
      

      
   
      Far and Away


      

      
      
         The door to Applebloom’s room creaked open. It was dark and quiet inside, and from her pillow Applebloom could see the silhouette of her sister against the dimly lit hallway outside. She stood unnaturally still in the doorway, but then again, this day always made her sister act unnatural. It was hard on her and her brother both. 



“Are you asleep?”



Applebloom gauged whether it was wise to answer, but eventually responded with a simple, “Yes.”



With that Applejack entered quietly, her shape disappearing among the shadows of the room. 



“Shave my tail it’s hot and stuffy in here,” she said after a moment, “why don’t you open the window? You must be suffocating.”



Without waiting for a response she made her way to the window and opened it, first drawing the curtains aside which let in a dim shaft of moonlight. It made her coat appear paler than normal, like she was more ghost than pony. 



Applebloom liked her room stuffy, but didn’t argue. She knew better at this point. She would just close it herself later. 



“Are you leaving soon?” she asked as Applejack propped herself up on the side of the bed. Applebloom scooted under the covers until she was pressing against her sister. 



“Yes. Just wanted to come say goodnight first though.”



“Are you and the girls going far this time?”



“Yes.”



“Where to?”



“Some pony-forsaken place, probably. Can’t remember the name. Twilight knows.”



“She always knows.”



Applejack shifted about, her hooves fussing with the covers in the way they did when she was “thinking deep”. 



“I wish she didn’t,” she said quietly. Applebloom wasn’t sure what she meant; Applejack never did seem to fully like how smart Twilight was. Applebloom marveled at it, though. But then, she wasn’t stuck with her as a friend. 



“Do you think you and the girls will stop all those dark clouds at the edge of the sky? They keep growing.” She tried to not sound scared, but simply curious. 



Applejack blinked at her, and in the dim light Applebloom saw that warm, confident smile she knew so well spread on her face. 



“Of course we will.” And then surprisingly she climbed onto the bed and hugged Applebloom tightly. “You ain’t gotta be scared, honey. We’ll take of whatever it is that’s out there, like always.”



“I’m not worried,” Applebloom said, though she was enjoying the embrace. She always looked forward to hugs from Applejack, though they weren’t quite as nice as the ones Big Mac gave. Those swallowed you up. 



“It’s okay to be,” Applejack whispered. “I am sometimes. I am now, actually.”



“But I’m not,” Applebloom said, “you just think I am, don’t you, because today’s the day mah and pah left and didn’t come back.”



Applejack didn’t respond to that right away. “Maybe,” she said eventually. 



“Don’t worry sis, you’re not like them. You aren’t them. I’m not worried.”



Applejack hugged her tightly, and Applebloom felt wet tears strike her forehead. This day was always rough on her, the day their parents left and came back in wooden boxes. It would be like any other day for Applebloom, given she had very little memory of her mother and none of her father, were it not for the fact that her sister and brother were deeply affected by it. 



Sis always cried on this day. Applebloom felt a touch of anger at the world for making her sis have to go save it when she needed to mourn. 



Eventually Applejack got up to leave. She leaned over and gave a deep kiss on her forehead. 



"Sleep tight, sugar. I'll see you when I get back."



"Night sis."



Applejack closed the door as she left. Applebloom never got up to close the window, instead falling asleep, leaving the air feeling cool and empty. 








Applejack approached a group of silhouettes in the darkness.



"How was it?" Twilight's voice rang out



"How do you think it was?"



"Did you tell her?" Rarity asked. She sniffed a bit.



"No, I couldn't make myself. I'll always hate myself for it, but darn it I couldn't do it."



"I don't think any of us could."



"Well girls," Twilight began with a deep breath, "there's nothing for it. The fact is we're not coming back. This is the last we'll ever see of our home. We've said our goodbyes. Best to just leave it at that." 



Wordlessly they all began on their way to the dark clouds broiling on the horizon. 
      

      
   
      All-in-one


      

      
      
         I stared down the row, already dreading the time-sink that was my morning routine. Each bottle had a proper label, organized by order of application, sized by dosage to last at least a week. Any longer than that, and I’d need a bigger shelf for my shower.



I stepped into the bay and turned the nozzle to the right. Spinning the hot and cold knobs, I found the familiar groove for each and waited for the water to turn warm. The rush of cold jarred me awake from standing too close to the back-splash against the wall. The droplets rolled right off my oily mane, but clung to my matted flank, chilling my unstretched muscles. Sighing, I knew it was going to be another one of those mornings.



A pool of steam rose up around my hooves, and I turned the nozzle forward again with a nod of my horn. The seconds ticked by as I indulged my senses in the relaxing fall of rain. A little twirl and shake of the tail had me sufficiently wet on all fronts. If that were all, I would be one happy pony. Unfortunately, I was just getting started. To add insult to injury, a new bottle from Rarity gave me a nineteenth task to look forward to following the standard regimen. Marigold Renewing Agent—who knew they could be used for more than just lunch?



First came the shampoo. Oh no, not just any shampoo. This was specially formulated for the mane, not to be confused with the tail or any of the five other soap products on the shelf. Coat wash, tail shampoo, feather fluff—one of the worst things about growing a pair of wings had to be the maintenance—whoever invented all these things sure wasn’t a mare, and they certainly never consulted an alicorn.



I levitated the huge bottle of essential oils coat conditioner off the shelf and just stared at the label. The fact that I knew what only half of the ingredients were should have been a big enough warning not to come within fifty hooves of the stuff. I’d barely skimmed the surface. The more exotic fare was yet to come. Mane-and-tail detangler, fetlock conditioner, dock oil, horn polish: the list went on.



I stared into the mirrored wall at the back of the stall, the warm water splashing against my flank barely helping to soothe the tension and not upset the conditioning agent in my mane. Peering through a bubbly curtain of bangs, I searched to catch a glimpse of the pretty pony princess everypony expected me to be. Why can’t this be simple? There has to be an easier way.



But there was!



I ran my hornglow down the shelf. Every lid popped open emptying its contents into an amalgamated swirl of color and smell. Measuring out an ample supply for immediate use, I tucked the rest into the giant coat conditioner bottle and began the process of smearing the glop across my body. Needless to say, the tingle down my neck and across my withers made the entire experiment worth it. 



I grabbed my soft coat brush and worked over every hair, feather, and patch of fur I could find. Even my hooves took a polish. I couldn’t wait to see the results. 








“Sweet Celestia!” Rarity screamed. “What happened to you?”



“I took a shower.” I spoke the truth, but probably came off a bit rude. “Then I thought I had a brilliant idea.”



“Oh dear! It wasn’t the Marigold Renewing Agent, was it?” Rarity cringed, taking stock of my awful state on full display in the center of the spa.



I sighed while trying to maintain posture as Aloe picked through my mane and Lotus smeared a cream on my flank. “No, Rarity. I tried taking a shortcut and mixed all my products together. It burned my mane, bleached my coat, and made my tail so brittle, half of it broke off or fell out on the way here.” I held up one of my blackened hooves as well. “I know what you’re going to say, so just get it out.”



“Now is not the time for ‘I told you so’, Twilight.” Rarity rushed forward and tossed on a spa gown. “I’ll do whatever I can to help. Don’t you worry, we’ll fix this.”



“It’s alright, Rarity. Aloe and Lotus have it covered. We’re just waiting for the industrial purple dye to be flown in from Canterlot.”



Rarity gasped, and then she fainted.
      

      
   
      Magic Is Arbitrary


      

      
      
         "I don't understand it.  This just has to be the key!" said Twilight Sparkle.



"It's not changing," said Rainbow Dash.



Twilight nervously paced back and forth beside the Tree of Harmony.  Upon a large flower sat a chest with six locks.  Five held keys in the shapes of her friends' cutie marks.  Twilight tried again to produce her key by telekinetically holding Scorpan's medallion next to the unoccupied lock in various orientations.



Still nothing.



"Um, Discord?" Fluttershy asked her somewhat-repentant Judas of a friend.  "Do you have any ideas?"  The little pegasus smiled gently up to the draconequus, but her eyes were still puffy and red from recent crying.  Rarity and Applejack scowled at Discord.  Discord shook his head.



Pinkie Pie pouted.  "Awww!  But you knew about all of the other keys," she pointed out.



Discord cleared his throat.  "Well, yes, I did.  But that was back when I had my powers.  I don't remember anything about the sixth key.  Were I able, I'd certainly help you."



"Maybe.  But if you hadn't gone an' done this fool thing, we wouldn't be in this mess in the first place," Applejack spat.



Discord hung his head in shame, idly toying his tailtip with a paw.  "I'm sorry," he said, closing his eyes.



Rarity walked over to Twilight and stopped her pacing with a hoof.  "Well somepony must have an idea," she declared.  "Twilight, why did you think giving up your magic powers would give you your key?"



"Well, each one of your keys appeared when you made a great sacrifice to reconnect with your Element," she said.  "You sacrificed your fashion show to show Generosity to our friends, Rarity.  Rainbow Dash reduced her chances of qualifying in the Games to show Loyalty to us.  Pinkie Pie acquiesced her 'goof-off' challenge to restore Laughter to Rainbow Dash.  Fluttershy gave up the comfort of treating the breezies nicely to show them true Kindness.  And Applejack risked her reputation to restore her Honesty to Ponyville."



"Okay," said Applejack, "but why should givin' up your powers restore your Element?"



Twilight grimaced.  "I thought if I made a sacrifice for my friends, it would work out the same way."



"Twi, you had that meanie on the ropes!" complained Rainbow Dash.  "You were kicking his ass!  You almost killed him, and then you just... gave up," she added, exasperated.



"I had a good hunch!" Twilight Sparkle defended.



"You risked everything on 'a good hunch'?!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed.



"I don't mean to pile on, but giving up was perhaps a scosh uncharacteristic of you," added Rarity.



Twilight bit at her lower lip.  "Okay, I made a big mistake.  But I don't see why this isn't my key."



"Well, let's see.  Your element's Magic, right?" asked Applejack.  "For each of us, we gave up somethin' different to get our element back for our friends.  But you kinda did the opposite by givin' up your element itself.  Could you give something up to get back your magic, maybe?"



Pinkie Pie gasped, then grabbed Twilight's hoof.  "Here, nopony else can see," she said.  They walked behind a tree and whispered.  After a minute, both ponies returned.



"This is never going to work, Pinkie," bemoaned Twilight.



"I'm sure it's worth a shot," said Fluttershy.  "Pinkie's been right before when it didn't make any sense.  Um, no offense, Pinkie Pie."



Twilight Sparkle stood in front of the other ponies and reared up on two hooves.  She held a small rock in her left hoof.  She passed it to her right hoof, bent toward her barrel to hide it.  She set her left hoof on the ground, then revealed her empty right hoof.



"Whoa!  Okay, that was pretty cool," Rainbow Dash admitted.



"It was in my other hoof the whole time," she said monotonously, lifting her hoof from the ground to reveal the stone.



At that moment, the stone transformed into a golden key.



"Oh come on!" complained Twilight.



"Well, at least I don't have to write a friendship report," she thought.
      

      
   
      Dogged Talked


      

      
      
         Please, have a seat.



No, no. I said have a seat. 



I’ll be pleased to meat your face and face.



Sometimes I get hungry.



Okay.







Sorry.



Sorry.



Sometimes I get tracked to the side sometimes. It happens a lot. More than it happens to the other doggies. But I’ve got it this time. I can do it.



So, I said sit! Okay. Thank you.



I called the meeting to talk about to you doggies.



I called us together to make the meatings hungry.



Hungry.



Meal we get.



No.



No don’t.



Quiet, quiet. Don’t bark. We’ll meaties in minutes.



We need to think. Difficulties.



It’s difficulties sometimes think sometimes.



Saliva solvent compound with food bells ringing.



I bark now. Anger, anger.



Remember anyone why together now.



I do. I do. I do.



I remember why now. So don’t barking before I finish.



I said barking don’t!



If anger more bite maybe.



But before bite I want to talk. Talk harder but before because thinking.



I was thinking before. Tell you something.



Wait. We were doing something before. 



No, before talking. We were doing before we are together.



No, we remember together before together.



That was I was thinking about that.



Together before we were together was different.



I don’t understand. Yes, orange doggie?



No, we’re not getting eating. I don’t know apples where. There are none.



Wait! I remember. I was testing. Did I pass the test?



The test on us?



We passed the test. We must have.



Ponies don’t fail the test.



Doggies. I mean.



Ponies.



Orange, yellow; white, purple; pink; blue, red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple; purple; yellow, pink.



Six doggies.



Thinking. Do doggies thinking? Did test on thinking.



I passed the test. Didn’t I?



Blue doggie calm down now! No need for angry.



Ow! Bite pain please don’t. Not nice.



I’ll bite back and pain you so please don’t again.



There. There we go.



I’m talking now to tell that we are problematic.



We need to go back to something. Fix the test.



The test is wrong.



Tests don’t wrong.



Think listen speak now not.



Tests don’t wrong, but experimentations wrong. 



See now blue doggie don’t say stupid tests.



The better thing to do now is do right correct accuracy within a range of several billionths per part.



Wait.



Wait, wait. Wait doggies don't.



Don’t barking! Don’t running! Stop chewing!








Spike ran down to the ground floor to see what all the commotion was on about. He was met with six technicolor dogs running wild around the library. 



“What the—”
      

      
   
      Reporting for Duty


      

      
      
         The old pegasus woke to an empty house. His nose told him the time before he had a chance to look out; the fragrance of fresh morning grass was nowhere to be found.



The realization gave him a moment of guilty, but it was over in a beat. What had he now, if not worthless time to wait?



He shuffled through the large room on his way to the kitchen, paying no attention to the trophies and medals that covered the walls. Those were relics of a bygone age, bringing pain whenever he flapped his wings. He set his mind instead to his breakfast.



His laugh came harsh. Breakfast! And lunch, and dinner! Those were now the high spots of his day…



A knock on the door broke his revelrie. Startled by the unusual sound, he walked to the door, his steps gaining a spring from the unexpected interruption in his dull routine.



“Wonderbolts reporting for duty, General Firefly, sir!”



Firefly fell back, throwing the door fully open; later he would say it was the energy in everypony's voice that blasted it open. Fighting to regain control of his jaw, he looked outside. “Call me a hummingbird, that must be…”



“All three Wonderbolt wings, plus support personnel, sir! Awaiting your orders, sir!” The young General Stormbolt delivered the words with a perfect salute, his face almost perfectly expressionless, though his eyes betrayed his emotion.



“But I didn't call anypony…”



“I did, old friend,” said Celestia, landing in front of the Wonderbolts and interrupting the old general.



“Your highness…”



“Don't,” she said, gesturing for him to raise. “If anypony earned the right to treat me as an equal, you did.”



“Celestia it is, then. Excuse an old pony's foibles, but what in Tartarus is happening here?” he asked, sweeping a wing at the assembled ponies.



Stormbolt stepped forward. “The new Wonderbolts asked to fly with the fabled General Firefly, sir. Would you give us the honor?”



Tears fought for control of his eyes, and he didn't fight back. “I would love to, lads. I truly would. But,” he slowly waved his wings for emphasis, “I can't fly anymore. I can barely glide.”



“This is why I'm here, old friend, if you can let go your distrust of magic for a short while. Would you do it for them?”



The old general looked at the assembled ponies and nodded once, assuming a stoic stance, as if he expected to be bucked then and there. As the gentle glow of magic enveloped him, and he saw the change on his wings, a glowing smile came bursting from inside. “Alright, lads, you rested enough. Double star formation for takeoff, on the move! Stormbolt, take control of the second group. We will give the princess a presentation she will never forget.”








“He was right, you know; nopony present could ever forget that show. Firefly went through every maneuver the Wonderbolts ever practiced, conducting them like a maestro. He ended the show by creating a new flight pattern on the heat of the moment, the Icaranian Sun Salutation, and landed with his own wings, giddy like a schoolfilly. That one is still…”



“Your favorite. Twilight told me,” said Rainbow Dash, face nearly glued to the central piece of the stained glass window that told the story of the general, where his hovering form was spreading colored light over all the assembled ponies. “I knew I had seen those butterfly wings before, they are the same Rarity used at the Best Young Flyer Competition. But what happened to the general after that?”



Celestia's smile turned bittersweet. “He passed away a week later, with a smile in his face.”



“Sorry, I didn't want to… Wait, he landed with his own wings?” said Rainbow Dash, looking Celestia in the eyes. “You knew!”



“I knew what, my little pony?”



“That Rarity's butterfly wings would burn away!”



“Indeed I knew.” Celestia's smile spoke of hidden depths. “I could have told the wonderbolts what the true Icaranian Sun Salutation is like; I could have halted Rarity's fall before she passed the stadium; I was charging a teleport even as she approached the ground, though I admit the falling ponies would arrive singed, for I didn't expect her to knock out the three wonderbolts that tried to rescue her.”



“But you didn't. Why?”



“Because, my little pony,” said Celestia with a gentle titter, “it was not my time to shine, but yours. You only needed a reason to pour your all.”
      

      
   
      All in the Presentation


      

      
      
         “What happened to the rest of her name?”



“We couldn't fit it all in.”



“You can't hang a banner that says 'Welcome Princess Celest'. Take it down and try again.”



Twilight Sparkle trotted off without another word.



“She could have said something nice about it,” said Berry Punch. “It was really pretty the way you drew the dot above the i in the shape of a heart, and we put all that work into mixing the paint. Now she wants us to start over.”



“I think she has some sort of disorder,” said Golden Harvest.



But Twilight Sparkle was Princess Celestia's personal student. So they had to do what she asked.








They got to the market just as the party supplies vendor was packing up.



“Sorry girls,” he said. “All out of banners.”



“But we need to redo our banner to welcome Princess Celestia tomorrow,” said Golden Harvest.



“All sold out I'm afraid. Tell you what—I'll get a new roll in tomorrow. I'll drop it off at your farm first thing then you'll still have time to paint it before the princess arrives.”








Next day the two ponies stood in Golden Harvest's barn in front of a blank sheet of canvas. Berry Punch held a paint brush in her mouth, dipped it in a tin of pink paint, with just a little glitter, and carefully painted the letters. She had nearly finished when she dropped the paintbrush and stomped a hoof with frustration.



“It happened again,” she wailed. “We ran out of space.”



They looked at the banner reading 'Welcome Princess Celesti'.



“It's difficult,” said Golden Harvest. “It's so unfair. Twilight doesn't understand. We have to fit in all those letters, and when you start writing, you don't know exactly where it will end.”



“We've still got some more canvas. Let's try again.”



“Suppose we start writing on the right hoof side?”



“Then we'd run out of space at the left. And we would have to spell it backwards.



While they were pondering the problem, the barn door burst open and Pinkie Pie burst in spinning her hooves like cartwheels.



“Golden Harvest! Berry Punch! Quick—it's an emergency—do you know where I can find a banjo?”



“We're kind of busy right now Pinkie.”



“Me too. And can you help me get a tambourine, cymbals, triangle, tubular bells and a bass drum?”



“Pinkie—”



Berry Punch took a step back to dodge the spinning pink hooves, and put her hind leg into the tin of paint.



“Oh—buck it!”



Pinkie Pie rushed out of the barn. Golden Harvest wiped the paint off Berry's hoof. A moment later Pinkie dashed back for a final word.



“You know if you write your message before you cut your canvas to size, you can make sure it fits.”



“Oh... Yeah... That makes more sense.”








They cantered out of the farm and towards Ponyville carrying their banner. After finishing the artwork, they had left the paint to dry and trotted into the town, to find it was being invaded by a swarm of colorful insects. But Twilight Sparkle obviously knew what to do, and was taking charge, so they left her to deal with it and went back to collect the banner.



Outside of the town they ran into Twilight and friends.



“Twilight. We did it. See. We managed to fit it all in.”



The two mares proudly stretched out their banner for everypony to see.



“That's—ah—very nice,” said Rarity. “But I'm afraid the princess has just left. There's been a little—ah—incident.”



They looked crestfallen.



“It's very pretty,” said Fluttershy. “I like the way you drew the dot above the i in the shape of a heart. You can keep it for when the princess next comes to visit.”



Twilight took a more skeptical look.



“Except you spelt welcome with two Ls.”
      

      
   
      Love Means Never Having to Say You're Hungry


      

      
      
         Somepony help.



I had a career. I had dreams. I was gonna be somepony.



Then I met her.



Pinkie Pie was amazing from day one. Yeah, I was a little annoyed by how cheerful she was all the time, but she had a fantastic ass if nothing else. Call me a groundpounder, but earth ponies got curves in all the right places. Anyway, her personality grew on me, and eventually we got to be great friends, and Twilight Sparkle and the Elements, and pranking, yadda, yadda.



Once I realized I liked her as more than a friend, I actually got tongue-tied. Me, the Rainbow Dash, afraid to tell somepony something! But yeah, that's the kind of mare Pinkie is. Of course, once I stopped being lame and actually told her, she was so down with being my awesome marefriend.



And that's where the trouble started.



See, one other thing about earth ponies, especially farmers, is they care way more about family ties and traditions than pegasi do. Don't ask me about unicorns, I don't know anything about them. But I've met Pinkie's family. They're not exactly the funnest bunch to be around, but they're nice and stuff. Rock farming's not really exciting, y'know? But the one thing I figured out was that her mom said "I love you" with food.



There was so much food. I couldn't fly after visiting the farm. I mean, they're great and all, and they accepted me as a future daughter-in-law, but I should've put the pieces together long before Pinkie and me got married.



Pinkie's just like her mom. And while I was used to snacking on stuff around Sugarcube Corner while we were dating, that was nothing like what was in store for me during the married life.



It started out slow. I'd get back from a long day of cloud bucking to find a hot meal on the table. She's an awesome wife, right? On weekends and holidays, that we didn't spend with her parents, anyway, there'd be a huge feast. The holidays we did spend with them, well, I wasn't flying home from those.



And then things got worse. Maybe I wasn't super-communicative or whatever Twilight says, but Pinkie just started feeding me stuff constantly. "Oh, Dashie, I baked you some cookies! You want one or three, right?" "Welcome home, Dashie! I baked you a cake! Now eat it all up! Yup, every last slice is goin' into your pretty mouth!"



I started having trouble at work. I couldn't practice stunt flying. Flying for any length of time left me short of breath.



I tried going to my friends for help, but I couldn't convince them there was a problem. Twilight lectured me about being loyal to my spouse. Applejack said I looked well-fed. Rarity complimented me on my curves, despite me not being a pony who should have them! Fluttershy just thinks we're super-cute together and can't see past that.



Oh Celestia, she's coming back. I can smell biscuits and butter, and so help me, I want it. I need it. She's turned me into an eating machine. I have trouble getting around. If Derpy keeps her word, this letter should reach you before Hearth's Warming. I'm afraid if I go through another, I'll have a coronary at this rate.



My name is Rainbow Dash, and I'm too fat to fly. Someone stop this crazy mare before she kills me.
      

      
   
      A Price of Trust


      

      
      
         	“May I see you, sister?”



	I raised my head and looked to the dark but unmistakeable figure standing in my doorway. “Of course, come on in.”



	Luna stepped into my bedchambers in the old formal trot, a habit I could not now get her to turn from even after years of trying. “It came to my attention that you are still awake,” she said, as though that were all it was.



	I nodded, smiling lightly to try to dissuade the inevitable followup. “Yes, I can't seem to get to sleep this evening. It will come.”



	Luna was not moved, of course. “It has come to my attention,” she said, “that you have lain waking many evenings, of late.”



	It had been a few months since Tirek, and ever since, something had been dwelling on my mind. I kept my misgivings to myself but, well, if you keep Luna in the dark she easily finds her way around.



	“I don't want to bother you over a matter that really means nothing,” I said, flexing my back and yawning.



	“It bothers me to think that my beloved sister might not trust me with her concerns,” Luna retorted, doing that hurt eyes gaze she perfected when she was a tiny filly.



	At this point I could easily resist them, but the fact that she was breaking them out at all meant that she was serious, and I wasn't going to get rid of her tonight. “Very well,” I said with a sigh. “I was pondering a question of risks and outcomes,” the Sun Princess said. “I'm afraid I place too much trust in my former student.”



	“What?” Luna blurted out. Perhaps she had believed I spent my nights swooning over some dashing stallion, but clearly not this. “Sister, that is absurd. Dear Twilight has bested every challenge you've put before her!”



	“Oh, I know that,” I said. “That's not the problem. The problem is that she is the only pony who has done so.” I glanced up at my sister. “Every student I taught before her failed me, as I failed them. Sunset Shimmer was only the most recent in a long line of experiments that bore no fruit.”



	“Twilight won't fail you as the others did,” Luna said. “She has a great destiny before her, that is clear to all.”



	I had to pause at that and collect my thoughts. “Since you were... away,” I said, giving words to thoughts I had never spoke aloud before, “I have come to doubt that destiny exists.”



	“Never doubt it,” Luna said, coming close. “It brought us together again.”



	“But I do doubt it, Luna,” I pressed. “I have no certainty, everything is a gamble. It is not destiny that sets Twilight against the evils I could not defeat, it is only I. For a thousand years after you left, I put off the challenges rather than resolve them. I sealed them away, let them build up, until I had the power to deal with them properly. Now, since Twilight found the Elements of Harmony, I do. I have been letting them loose and pushing them in her direction relentlessly ever since.”



	“Every time, she has triumphed as I never could. But there is no backup plan. There are no others. Harmony answers only to her now. I'm staking all of Equestria on one pony. I can't afford to do anything less.”



	“I should love her as a daughter. I suspect I will simply continue throwing her at Equestria's problems until eventually she fails, and is removed from the board. What kind of monster does that make me?”



	I lay down flat on my bed and looked up at Luna. Well, at least she wasn't obviously angry. She stared at me, and I could practically hear the gears ticking inside her head as she processed my story.



	“I believe you need a vacation, sister.”



	My ears perked up. “What?”



	“You think everything depends on your planning,” she said. “You're wrong. I presume you have not taken more than a day off since my banishment?”



	I couldn't remember.



	“It is decided! I shall arrange your trip immediately,” she declared. “Meanwhile, I shall run the kingdom, and you will see that everything will be just splendid.”



	I tense sharply. “This is not a good idea, Luna.”



	“You will just have,” Luna said, grinning, “to risk letting go.”



	She disappears, cackling, and I lie there wondering what I have done.
      

      
   
      Falling in Love


      

      
      
         Twilight smiled as she fell, the wind buffeting at her new wings as she plummeted towards the floor of Ghastly Gorge.



“Come on Twilight, you can do it! Flap those wings!”



Twilight turned slowly in the air, looking over towards the blue pegasus who was plummeting at her side. “You’re going to catch me, right?” she called to her friend, grinning broadly.



“Only if I have to! C’mon, Twilight, I know you can do it! Just spread those wings! If you don’t try to fly, it isn’t exactly a flying lesson.”



Twilight lazily looked back at her wings, tucked in against her sides; how many times had Rainbow Dash told her Fluttershy had taken to spread them even one time? Surely, Rainbow Dash couldn’t begrudge her this. Not when she was so close.



“I can’t! You’re going to have to save me!”



Rainbow Dash shook her head, her sigh torn away by the wind as she banked, adjusting her wings just so as she glided over to wrap her hooves around Twilight’s chest, Twilight doing the same as Rainbow Dash began to pull up. Slowly, their momentum reversed, and soon Twilight found herself rising back up through the canyon, wrapped tight in Rainbow Dash’s arms.



“What the heck happened there, Twilight?” Rainbow Dash asked, sticking her head in close to Twilight’s, peering into her eyes. “You didn’t hurt your wings or something, did you?”



“I’m fine, Rainbow,” Twilight said, smiling as she snuggled up against the blue pegasus’s chest. “I just… wanted you to catch me.”



Rainbow Dash stared. “What? Why?”



“I read it in a book once. Rainbow…” Twilight lifted her head to lock eyes with her friend, snouts close enough together she could feel Rainbow Dash’s breath tickling at her lips.



“Twilight, what are you—” Rainbow Dash’s words were lost as their lips met, stiffening as Twilight’s lips molded themselves to her own. Twilight melted into the pegasus, tugging herself up close against Rainbow Dash’s chest and reveling in the moment before she felt a sharp shove. Twilight scrabbled for a hold on her friend, her hooves slipping away as she glimpsed Rainbow Dash’s narrowed eyes and twisted mouth.



Twilight screamed as she fell, spreading her wings, desperately flailing against the wind that whipped at the whole of her body. She couldn’t keep herself straight – first she saw the sky, far above, then the river below, two swaths of blue between the brown of the rock all around. What had she done? Why had she been so stupid? Each pump of Twilight’s wings only seemed to make her tumble in yet another direction, the river growing as the sky shrank with every whirl of her body through the air.



Twilight shrieked again, but it was useless; even if the wind didn’t rip the sounds away the moment they were formed, the only pony who could have possibly heard her hated her now. Twilight had risked everything, but Rainbow Dash didn’t love her, and now she was going to die. Wrapping her hooves around herself, Twilight sobbed brokenly as the roar of the river grew louder in her ears, screwing her eyes shut as she waited for the end.



CRACK!



Twilight’s eyes shot open, finding herself wrapped up in a familiar embrace, a warm body pressing in against her chest even as she felt the spray of the river touch her wings. A sudden jerk in the air, and the pair were coasting a few feet over the churning rapids, a pair of blue hooves locked securely around Twilight’s chest.



Twilight looked up at Rainbow Dash as the power of the Sonic Rainboom tore apart the canyon walls, but hope died in her chest as the pegasus looked away, eyes cold and distant as she stared ahead down the gorge. Shuddering, Twilight buried her face against her friend’s soft chest, tears torn away by the wind as Rainbow Dash held her tight, winging away for home.
      

      
   
      A Game of Juice


      

      
      
         	"Alright, everypony!" Applejack's amplified voice sounded from the magic-infused megaphone, where she was situated high up on a makeshift wooden platform. "We've reached the final round of our very first Sweet Apple Acres Juice Launcher Contest! Congratulations to the eight ponies for making it to the final round!"

           	

	A cheer echoed from the mass of ponies that stood at the fence. Most had been present all day; a couple of the onlookers were still covered in sticky juice from their participation in the games. Among the most recently eliminated, Carrot Top had fallen to a surprise dive-bomb soak from Rainbow Dash, and Bon Bon found herself in a juicy puddle when Fluttershy had surprised her from behind a tree.

           

	"So listen up, y'all. This final round is going to work a bit differently," Applejack continued. "The final eight will be scrambled into four teams of two.  These teams will be guided by Big Mac to random locations within a small fenced-off section of Sweet Apple Acres. The last pony standing takes the golden apple." Applejack smirked. "That's right, everypony. There's only one golden apple. Will you betray your teammate with a juicy surprise right off the bat? Or will ya wait to catch 'em off-guard during a scuffle with another team? Only one way to find out! Big Mac!"

           	

	"Eeyup!" yelled Big Mcintosh before pulling open the barn door. The four teams trotted out in their respective orders with juice launchers either strapped to their side or levitated in the air; first came Lyra Heartstrings and Rainbow Dash, followed by Pinkie Pie and Octavia, Twilight Sparkle and Vinyl Scratch, and Fluttershy and Derpy Hooves.

           

	"The orchard is open," Applejack said. "Good luck, everypony!"





           	

	"Alright, your highness. Here's the plan." Vinyl Scratch had her hooves outstretched to demonstrate her tactics in the growing darkness of the trees. "I figure three trees will be enough for both of us to juice up to optimal levels. Once we have enough to finish off every single pony in here, including each other, we set out."

           

	Twilight snickered. "I agree, although I have a feeling the others are thinking the exact same thing." She motioned towards the closest tree. "You work on this one. I'll get the other two, and remember: we can't use magic to pick them down."

           

	"What in tarnation?!" Applejack's voice echoed. "Pinkie Pie double-crossed Octavia right off the bat! She's out!"

           	

	Vinyl let loose a laughter, and the two had gathered a good amount of apples and were juicing up when Vinyl spoke next. "So what's the deal with all this? Like, it's a lot of fun, but isn't it bad to waste all these apples?"

           	

	Twilight laughed. "Don't you remember? Applejack explained that the harvest had been so big this year that she saved some trees for a little town-wide surprise. I don't think there's any harm in it."

           

	"Hmm," Vinyl replied. "Well, works for me. I mean, did you see that golden apple? It's going right next to the Iron Mare Den Trotting Free record I have on my-"

           

	"Shhh!" Vinyl silenced at Twilight's command as two silhouettes approached from the trees.

           

	"...Normally I'd be downing this like some mad cider-obsessed pony, but getting others soaked in the stuff is just too much fun!"

           	

	"It is quite enjoyable," Lyra replied. "It's as if the juicing invigorates a spark within our hearts, giving birth to a sun within the depths of our-"

           

	"Yes, you teach philosophy. I get it," Rainbow Dash droned. "Wait! Did you hear that?"

           

	Lyra's magical glow illuminated the branches, and her golden eyes met Twilight's. "Straight ahead! It's-"

           

	A pink blur flew out from the trees, soaking Rainbow and Lyra in a juicy whirlwind. "Hi Dashie!" Pinkie said amidst their disgusted cries.

           

	"Pinkie's on a roll! Rainbow Dash and Lyra are out!"

           

	"Let's go, Vinyl!" Twilight and Vinyl jumped out of the bushes and rushed forward with levitated launchers.

           

	"Twilight! Hi!" A stream of juice shot towards Twilight, but she teleported to the right. Vinyl covered Pinkie in an orange shower, and Twilight caught glimpse of Fluttershy quietly pattering to the scene.

           

	"Sorry, Fluttershy!" Twilight gave her a taste of her juice, and the two horned ponies stood to meet their final adversary. Derpy flew in and grabbed Fluttershy's launcher, filling both unicorns in an inferno of deliciousness.

           

	"Wow! What an amazing display of dual-aiming! Derpy wins, everypony!

	

	That night, thanks to her independent eyes, Derpy took home the golden apple.
      

      
   
      Strangers


      

      
      
         The protocol went unsaid as always: doors were slammed, windows were jammed and ponies were crammed into the nearest available building. The cacophony of it all coalesced into Ponyville’s own signature alarm system that let Apple Bloom know that something was going on, but she still wanted to know what that something was, so she took cover under some dense greenery in Ponyville’s market square.

A cloaked figure trotted closer. Behind her, leaves shuffled as yellow hooves pushed them aside so that amber eyes could get a better look. 

The stranger wore a cloak of ebony and had eyes of pure sunlight. Thick golden rings draped along her outstretched grayscale hoof as it rapped against ground. And this wasn’t first time she was in town, wandering about and surveying the newly deserted area. She’s up to something, Apple Bloom told herself. And I’m going to find out what.

Sensing nopony, the stranger moved on, inspecting the next shop. Silent hoofsteps followed her against the dull whistle of the breeze, and leaves shuffled again.

Apple Bloom knew what her sister would say. At this point in her life, she knew Applejack’s response better than she knew her own. Applejack was Ponyville’s most dependable pony and Sweet Apple Acre’s head apple bucker. Apple Bloom was proud -- and grateful to have her sister there to give her the facts. But after all, until that last summer sun celebration, Applejack had only been on one adventure.

It wasn’t something that was mentioned often. Granny Smith had once told her about Applejack’s trip to Manehattan to meet her Aunt and Uncle Orange, about how she got lost in that big city and found her way home and earned her cutie mark doing so, but she didn’t recall speaking to her sister about it. Probably just another delivery trip, Apple Bloom thought. Like the ones she takes these days to all over. 

Being an Apple meant honesty, and talking about somepony’s mistakes behind that pony’s back, especially about a fellow Apple, wasn’t the honest thing to do. It wasn’t something that was mentioned often and there didn’t seem to be much to it, but getting lost in a big city sounded like the closest thing to an adventure – a real adventure – that she ever heard Applejack get herself into before Twilight moved here.

The cloaked figure approached Sugarcube Corner’s neat garden while her young and distant investigator followed suite behind the local carrot stand.

Apple Bloom was told that the stranger lived in the Everfree Forest, and didn’t think that was too strange. After all, Aunt and Uncle Orange lived in the city, and there aren’t any open spaces or farms there, so what was so strange about living in the Everfree Forest anyway? Not everypony in Ponyville lived on a farm, and Twilight lived in a tree! Applejack voice in her mind seemed quiet now, almost startled. Apple Bloom continued, life isn’t hard to imagine without all the farmland, and what if she likes it in the forest, like how Aunt and Uncle Orange like living in the city?

Sugarcube Corner’s swinging door smashed against the wall opposite to it, and before Apple Bloom heard the gallop of her sister’s sprint towards her, she was already inside the confectionery shop.




Hearing Twilight’s explanation confirmed Apple Bloom’s doubts about her sister’s judgment. Applejack was always there to let her know when she was misled, confused or when it was time for big ponies to talk. Honesty doesn’t mean holding up in here and going on and on about somepony out there…

This was her chance, her only chance to show them that she knew there was more to life than living on a farm and more to her than listening to her sister. I have to risk it all on a zebra to do it, Apple Bloom thought. Now that sounds like an adventure! 

Apple Bloom donned a grin and eyed the door to Sugarcube Corner’s exit, “Well, I'm brave enough; I'm gonna find out myself.”
      

      
   
      The Moon Shone Darkly


      

      
      
         The moon shone darkly, its face fresh with the nightmare trapped there. A calm had come upon the night, but I still cried. Celestia looked between me and the faintly-breathing figure sprawled on the ground. She bowed her head before nudging me.



We walked together toward the pony lying on the ground. Her hair was matted with blood at the belly, and her breaths were ragged when drawn.



I met her eyes with mine, but I could not tell if she could see me.



“Nngg...” She coughed and gurgled and stirred the smoke by the ground with her legs.



I dropped by her side and could think of nothing impressive to say.



“You’re going to be okay, Lunar Shadow. Everything’s going to be okay.” I nudged her muzzle with mine.



Her clouded eyes swiveled to my touch.



“I’ve failed you, Nightmare Moon.”



You didn’t fail, I wanted to scream. I wanted to say that we were friends and will still be when this all is over. We were the Princesses’ private students, set for heroics both great and small. But this? This wasn’t hope. It was hardly tragedy. It was a waste of life and a waste of words.



“If you can hear me, if you’ll believe me—” I stopped when a particularly jagged cough came to her. “I still love you. We’ll remember, and she’ll remember.”



The thoughts were a haze. There was little I could do to keep them from leaking from my mouth like so much spittle.



“I thought that when we met I’d hate you. And I thought that when we studied together I’d find you difficult and dark. And I did, because you were.



“But there’s more.” My ear flicked and I brought it close to her body to hear the rhythm of her blood and breath. “But slowly that began to change.” She wasn’t crying, but neither was I now. “You showed me a world that I hadn’t imagined before: one dark and cool and calm. We discovered the night together, and I will never, ever forget that.”



I thought of Celestia behind me, but I pressed on.



“Maybe you’ve made me realize how pale the daylight seems after dawn. It’ll be an emptiness without you, without Luna.”



I prayed they’d find one another in the night sky.



Please don’t say goodbye...



Celestia did not pull me from her until the body had cooled and the Sun had come.
      

      
   
      The Big Day


      

      
      
         	I soared through the sky as fast as my wings could carry me, setting new records for the rainbow trail shimmering in my wake. My muzzle stung from the air resistance, but I ignored it: a little muzzle pain wouldn't slow me down, and eventually my whole face is gonna go numb and then I won't have to feel it anymore. I'm just not sure how long that'll take. I've never flown that hard for that long, but right now nothing could possibly stop me.



	Maybe that will be the sign to slow down and see where I am. Once it stops hurting, I'll have come out the other end. Then I can stop, and rest.



	I'm not even sure which way I've flown, actually. It would kinda suck if I ended up in the Crystal Empire after this.



	“Nervous?”



	I jumped at the sound. As in, I literally jumped several feet into the air and hovered, ready to bolt. I may have screamed a bit too, but like, in a cool way. Rainbow Dash doesn't scream like a little girl when she's frightened.



	Not that I was frightened. Twilight was, though, and stepped back in shock.



	“I guess that answers my question,” she said. Haha, Twilight, very funny.



	“I was thinking about something else,” I said.



	We were alone at Rarity's. I had been staring at myself in the mirror, and Twilight had walked up to me from a blind angle. Now we stood there looking at the glass, her with a huge smile on her face and me looking just... alert.



	“You look beautiful,” she said, and sounded like she was gonna cry already. “I still can't believe this is happening!”



	“Me either.”



	She looked at my reflection in the mirror, and her smile curled up and vanished. “Alright, Rainbow, what's going on?” She put a hoof on my shoulder, gently to avoid disturbing the dress. “Clearly you're not entirely with it today. Can we talk about it?”



	This is Twilight. I can tell her anything.



	But I'm Rainbow Dash. I don't talk about this soppy mushy stuff.



	She looked at me. I couldn't decide. I had to decide.



	“I can't do it,” I whispered. She looked shocked. “Why the flying feather am I getting married? I'm Rainbow Dash, I can't do commitment. I can't even follow a schedule, and I'm gonna be an Apple? Those ponies are hard as wood, and have roots that go back centuries. I can't even stay in one place for an hour!”



	“You're staying in one place now,” Twilight said. “Rarity said she's never seen you so helpful before.”



	“You have no idea how hard I'm fighting it,” I said. “I want to bust out of that door and go up to four hundred feet and fly away as hard and fast as I can without looking to see what way, and not stop until I don't know how to come back.”



	I looked at myself in the mirror, wearing a wedding dress based on Rarity's old gala design. I had never looked so amazing, and I hated it. It was perfect for me, and yet it wasn't me at all, it was something I couldn't be. Something Applejack deserved. “I want to fly so hard this dress gets torn to shreds by the wind and rain and falls off. I want to fly away so badly... But if I do that... then Applejack will never get to see me in this dress. And somehow that's so important that I can't stop fighting myself...”



	“Oh, Rainbow,” Twilight whispered, pulling me into a hug. “I understand this is hard for you. But you're not so flighty as you think. You're the one who always stays true to your friends, even when it's hardest. Your heart is always telling you to do different things, but you never stop pushing for what you know is right. That's why you haven't flown away. And that's why Applejack loves you. Because Rainbow Dash is always all in.”



	I think I'm allowed to break down and cry on my wedding day. But nobody is ever allowed to talk about it.



	Twilight held me until I calmed myself down, and she wiped the tears from my face with a silk hoofkerchief. “There,” she said. “Can't have you looking all bedraggled when you see your bride.”



	I sniffed, and nodded.



	“Ready to go to City Hall?”



	I nod, and it's the most certain I've ever been in my life.
      

      
   
      The Day Dancing became Apocalyptic


      

      
      
         Another nice day in Ponyville. Pinkie Pie sat in a bench, currently wondering what to do with her life. Suddenly, an idea popped into her head that gave her incredible joy that it couldn't be denied. She literally was going all in with this idea. No pony would dare get in the way of this idea. She was gonna do it completely and make her way through Ponyville with it. 




Later, after traveling to her home in Sugar Cube Corner, she exited the building with a boom-box that played heavy rap music. She started swaying her arms slowly on her two hooves bipedal like and strutted down the street while everypony watched. Bobbing her head at the sound of the music playing. The lyrics in the boombox filled with curse words and horrible sexual innuendos. Walking down the street like nopony could. They all stared as she made her way to the food market of Ponyville.




Pinkie Pie began to dance, shaking her limbs in and out in rhythmic sway. All the ponies watched guffawed at her swag. She couldn't contain the amount of gangsta rap she was emitting at this moment. All the ponies danced out of their comfort zones. They didn't want to dance with her, but were compelled by the deep lyrics in her boom-box. Soon, everypony in the market place were dancing just like her.




Soon, the swag grew so powerful, that it spread over to Canterlot where the music entranced rich ponies all over. Princess Celestia danced on her two hooves as well, while Princess Luna shook her tail in counter-clock wise motion to the rhythm. With the addition of more ponies being sucked in to the vortex of dancing, soon all of Equestria began dancing in their own ways uncontrollably. No pony could stop the dance and so they couldn't go to the bathroom, eat, or sleep. For a whole month, 90% of the population of Equestria died from excessive dancing. Their bodies falling to the ground with each soul given up to the dancing euphoria. 




Pinkie Pie and a stock few who survived the month long spell of exhaustive dancing. With her accidental crimes, Pinkie Pie begged that she wouldn't be punished since she didn't expect this to happen. With heavy heart, Princess Celestia sent Pinkie Pie to the moon for five-hundred years. As the whole Equestrian society almost collapsed, it was a time to rebuild, repopulate, and restore the damage that had been done.
      

      
   
      Goof Off


      

      
      
         “I challenge you… to a goof off!”



The finality of their escalating argument finally reached its peak.



“No, that wouldn’t be fair,” said Pinkie, angry but amused.



“Because you know I’d win?” said Discord, somehow able to contort his face into looking like both a sneer and a smile at the same time.



“Not that! It’s because your kind of magic can do crazy stuff that I can’t.”



“You think I have an unfair advantage?” said Discord, stroking the hairs on his chin. “I think I could beat you even if our roles were reversed!"



And with a snap of his talons, Pinkie Pie was replaced by a pink draconequus, her cotton candy mane bouncing in between a jackalope antler and an elephant tusk. Both of her hummingbird wings flapped hundreds of times per minute as she stared transfixed at her new body, her brief look of horror turning into manic glee as she thought of all the party possibilities.



A black maned, gray earth pony, his eyes full of the same enthusiasm, grinned at his latest creation.



Pinkie looked at a tree near her and snapped a hippogriff talon, the beautiful green leaves absorbing the fresh sunlight suddenly turning bright pink. She reached out and grabbed a leaf, the cherry flavored white chocolate dancing in her mouth.



Discord reached his hooves into an intangible nether and brought out a pair of springy horseshoes, attaching them to his hooves and bouncing up to the hovering temporary master of chaos.



“I’ll still,” he said at the peak of his first jump, landing on the grass below and springing upwards again, “win!”



Pinkie smiled a toothy grin, “Did you give me all your powers?”



He jumped higher before landing in the tree, the chocolaty foliage making his coat sticky. “Yes, and I’ve taken all of yours, and you'll reverse us back after the goof-off, of course.”



Pinkie Pie giggled, “Okie dokey artichokey.”








Twilight, excited to stock the last few books of her new library, opened up the last box, only for it to spout streamers and party paraphernalia as a gray stallion with a tornado cutie mark and a pink draconequus burst forth, a silly song blasting from the very crystals of her palace.



“Y’see Pinkie and I had a little contention,” sang the gray pony, grabbing several of the books on animals and starting to juggle them, animal noises escaping each one as they landed in his hooves.



“If we had a goof-off, who would get the most attention?” sang the pink draconequus, singing from the mouth of an enormous marble Twilight statue, the entire thing covered in wings of all sorts and sizes from various species.



“But our abilities just weren’t the same,” crooned the stallion, tossing a stick of dynamite into the mouth of the statue, the entire thing exploding in a cloud of streamers and balloons.



“So we reversed them, for the sake of the game." The slender pink maned creature clapped her platypus foot together with her dragon talons, a beach party surrounding the trio, hundreds of other ponies somehow already in attendance, Twilight's muzzle scrunching as some of the books were drenched in the salty waves.



Discord bounced above a volleyball net, spiking down several large water balloons, “So pay close attention in all this, Twilight.”



“You’ve got to tell us who deserves to win this fight,” crooned Pinkie, smiling gleefully as she made all the sand turn into tiny bouncy balls, every step taken by the beach clad partygoers bouncing them into the air and knocking against some of the bookshelves still around, causing them to start to teeter and fall.



“So sit back, relax and enjoy a good show,” said Discord, jumping into the volleyball net and launching himself forward.



“Because we’re gonna—“



“STOP!” Twilight yelled as she regained her wits and cast an immobilization spell around her entire castle.



“Hey, we barely finished the first stanza, you can't announce a winner already!”



Twilight stared at the strange creatures in front of her, picking one at random, “Congratulations Pinkie, you won the goof off!” she said, her fake smile reaching up to her ears.



Discord stared at the ground sheepish, before he pulled a lit lightbulb out of nowhere and left it to float above his head. “How about best two out of three? We’ll see if Rarity and Rainbow Dash agree.”



“Deal!” giggled Pinkie, snapping her talons and teleporting away all traces they were there.
      

      
   
      What More Can I Give?


      

      
      
         Three silhouettes of  Wonderbolts rolled into the last standing room in the ruins of Carousel boutique, inching the door closed behind them. Fleetfoot snuck across the small room to the chest containing a set of overfilled saddlebags and began to remove them with utmost care.



    “I wonder what your old friend would think if she knew we were here, using her home as a bomb storage unit to take down the oppressive reign of your other friend’s daughter,” said Soarin who was still sitting with his back pressed against the door. He slouched a little and closed his eyes after removing his goggles. He pulled out a cigarette out of his suit and started to chew it but did not dare to light it up.



    The last of the trio, Rainbow Dash, answered, “She would probably ask if we could use Sugar Cube Corner instead. She would hate to see the last of this place go down accidentally.”  Rainbow Dash took a seat next to Soarin, also taking off her goggles, and glanced out the window past the slums of days gone by to Ponyville Palace and the armies of “guardians” circling it. She had to admit it was still a sight to behold in the moonlight. “Man, I can’t believe that I’m still a Wonderbolt with with my gray mane.”  She cracked a smile.



    Fleetfoot took a brief rest to poof her hair. “One advantage of a white mane from birth.”



    Rainbow Dash kept talking. “I guess the current team has to use us old coots for something.”



    “Still,” said Soarin. “I remember when Ponyville Palace was first grown. It was a beacon of hope and goodwill for everypony. Now it’s just a cruel symbol of the oppression the average pony goes through. Call me old-fashioned, but I liked the last way better.”



    “My old friend Applejack would take this moment to say that the apple doesn’t normally fall this far from the tree.”



    “Literally speaking, she hasn’t fallen yet,” replied Soarin. “But I guess ‘Princess’ wasn’t enough for little ‘Queen’ Glistening Dew.”  Fleetfoot finished extracting the bombs from the chest and the three stopped talking to return thoughts on the task ahead. She took a seat at the window and blew some air onto it. She then used her hoof to draw a smiley face. Rainbow’s left hind-leg began to quiver, but Soarin extended his hoof out and rested it on her leg.



    “It’s okay if you’re not ready. None of us can be for this,” he whispered into her ear. Fleetfoot glanced over at the couple before returning her gaze to the sky to await the flare. Even under Soarin’s reassuring hoof, Rainbow’s leg could not remain docile for long.



    “Think of what everyone else has done. Your old friends. Twilight, Applejack, Rarity. Do it for them. Do it for Spitfire.”  Rainbow cringed away, remembering the horrifying sight of Spitfire being shot down out of the air by Glistening Dew herself. She swallowed hard, then wiggled her body up close to Soarin, resting her head on his shoulder.



    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. This will be an awesome way to die.”



    “One they’ll always remember you for,” chipped in Fleetfoot moderately dryly, not averting her gaze.



    “One of us just needs to hit the stump and boom!”  said Soarin. “It’s over, our job is complete.”  He paused, then opened his mouth again. “It’s a shame what this regime has taken from us.”



    A bright light filled the room making it impossible to see for a split second. “That’s it!” exclaimed Fleetfoot in a low voice. “Time to strap up and move!”  Soarin and Rainbow jumped up, reapplied their goggles, and latched the saddlebags to their sides. They all nodded to each other before Fleetfoot dashed out the window leaving Rainbow Dash and Soarin with the door.



    Even with the nervousness rushing in her veins, Rainbow Dash wished she could do more. She recalled Spitfire’s death again in her mind, but then snapped her attention back to her flying. As the first guardian noticed her, her mind clicked into place. “I am giving enough. After all, what more can I give?”
      

      
   
      Ruin Value


      

      
      
         Charred grass crunched under Celestia’s hoof as she stepped outside, her ethereal mane untouched by the breeze which carried the ashes of the city to her.



“Quite the sight, isn’t it?”



“Hello, Discord,” Celestia said without turning.



“Now, now, is that any way to greet your brother?”



Celestia snorted.



“What? Luna and yourself call each other sister, despite your lack of relation; surely I deserve to be called brother just as much.”



“We have nothing in common, Discord.”



“Oh, really?” Discord smirked, floating over next to the alicorn and resting his chin on the back of his mismatched hands. “We aren’t so different, you and I. We’re both geniuses. We both have nearly unmatched power.  We have nothing in common with those who came before us, or those who came after.”



“There will be more ponies,” Celestia said, straightening.



“Oh, of course there will be more ponies. But no more ponies like you.” Discord stroked his beard with his paw. “Of course, I have always thought of you as more of a horse anyway.”



“What do you want, Discord?”



“Who says I want anything?” Discord lilted, floating up higher into the sky as he looked down onto the ruins of the city below. “Well, other than to enjoy the view.”



Celestia scowled. “There is nothing here to enjoy.”



“Isn’t there?” Discord waved his claw at the city. “It is beautiful, in a horrible sort of way. The city has some real ruin value, don’t you think? Not unlike the Colosseum, or those ancient cities in the desert. Why, future generations will come to see the ancient cities and marvel over their architecture, never dreaming of what they looked like when they were still, you know, painted.” He leaned over to nudge Celestia with his elbow. “Burned concrete and melted steel will be all the rage in a few centuries.”



Celestia sighed as she turned her head to survey what remained of the once-great metropolis. Many of the larger buildings had collapsed, but a few still stood, steel frames and broken concrete jutting up into the hazy sky. The smaller buildings had been completely destroyed, their shattered remains strewn across the scorched streets, plastic signs with bold lettering jutting out of the rubble here and there, still advertising what wares lay buried beneath the broken stone. Torn bits of white foam and pink insulation danced in the wind, lending color to the the omnipresent haze of gray ash.



“It is beautiful, in a way,” Celestia admitted grudgingly, “But that does not justify what you did.”



“What I did?” Discord cast one misshapen hand over his heart. “Surely you don’t blame me for all this.”



“You put it all in motion. You told them how your power worked.”



“My power? Lest we forget, Celestia, your own power is not so different, miss ‘I can make the Sun rise in the morning and set at night.’”



Celestia stamped on the ground, sending up a small puff of ash as the burned grass disintegrated underhoof. “I did not teach them how!”



“But you were planning on it, weren’t you? I merely beat you to the punch.” He looked out at the blasted landscape, rubbing his chin with his talon. “Though I must admit, I did expect them to be a bit more creative.”



“What did you expect?” Celestia snarled, “Once one side went all in, everyone else had to follow or else be destroyed.”



“Did we ever find out who first discovered they could make it rain fire instead of chocolate milk?” Discord asked, tilting his head.



“No.” Celestia shook her head. “Does it really matter?”



“Well, I think it matters greatly. It is hardly my fault if someone else misused my power, after all. I didn’t teach them.”



Celestia’s head fell as she frowned down at her gray hooves. Her horn ignited for a moment, flowing of her coat, carrying away the motes of ash and scattering them into the air. “What do you think, grandfather?”



“Oh, sure, ask him what he thinks. He always sides with you, you know.” Discord stuck out his tongue.



“I made you to be better than us. My opinion doesn’t matter; with us dead, the world belongs to you.” The old man stepped forward on wobbling legs, his lined face wrinkling as he looked away from the colorful foals playing in the mouth of the cave to the smoldering remains of Seattle. “I may have created my successors, but they are your little ponies now.”
      

      
   
      A Wrench In The Works


      

      
      
         Applejack stared at the tool in her hoof. “Dash. What's this?”



“A wrench.”



Applejack raised an eyebrow and set down the large pipe wrench, which was not going to help her put together this bookcase for Twilight's new castle. “I can see that. But it ain’t the kinda wrench I asked for.”



“AJ, I don’t know much about building stuff, but even I know you made that up.” Dash crossed her hooves and gave Applejack a suspicious look.



“I did not.”



Dash rolled her eyes. “Yeah right. There’s no such thing as an ‘all in wrench.’ Wrenches come in a bunch of types and sizes.”



Applejack gave her a flat look. “I didn’t say ‘all in wrench.’ I said Allen wrench. It’s like a little bent piece of metal ya’ use for puttin’ together stuff like this.” 



Digging around in Applejack’s toolbox, Dash muttered, “I know what I heard. And I don’t see anything like that, anyway. You totally made it up.”



“Fine. I’ll find it myself.” Applejack got to her hooves and started rooting through the toolbox. “Darn things always end up at the bottom.”



Suddenly, Pinkie’s face was next to hers. “What are we looking for?”



“An Allen wrench.” Applejack carefully bit at something that looked likely, but it was just a carpenter’s nail.



“Like from outer space? That sounds super neat! I’ve never seen a space wrench. I knew a pony with a space screwdriver once, but I don’t think he had a wrench to go with it. Why do you need one? Is that a space bookshelf? For space books? Twilight has a lot of those, she--”



“Pinkie!” Applejack snapped, cutting off the bizarre stream of words. “What the hay are you talkin’ about?”



Pinkie smiled. “You said you’re looking for an alien wrench.”



“I-- that's-- no, I didn’t!” Applejack sputtered. “I said I’m lookin’ for an Allen wrench! Not an ‘all in wrench,’ not an ‘alien wrench,’ an Allen wrench.”



“Wrenches are made of metal, darling,” Rarity said casually as she strolled by, a rug floating in her magic. 



Applejack glared at her. “Thank you, Rarity, for that helpful bit a’ information. Would ya’ mind tellin’ me what that’s got to do with anything?”



“You’re not going to find a linen wrench.” She spread the rug in the middle of the floor and considered it. “I wouldn’t imagine that would be useful at all, anyway.”



Applejack clenched her jaw and tried to count to ten. She got to seven before she yelled, “An. ALLEN. Wrench! Do I gotta spell it out for y’all? A-L-L-E-N! Spells Allen! Which is the kinda wrench I need to finish puttin’ together this damn bookcase!”



“You need an Allen wrench, Applejack?” Twilight asked from the pile of books she was sorting across the room. Her magic opened a desk drawer and floated the small metal object to Applejack. “Here you go!” 



Letting out a deep breath, Applejack took the little tool in her teeth and got back to work on the bookcase. “Thank you, Twilight.”



“You know, I read an interesting piece of trivia about hex, or Allen wrenches,” Twilight said cheerfully. “They were invented by a crafts pony named All In, but he lost his patent and all his profits gambling. So, technically, Allen wrench is a mispronunciation!"



“Ha!” Dash crowed “I was--”



“Just shut up,” Applejack growled. “Now, I need a phillips head-- the pointy lookin’ screwdriver.”
      

      
   
      Reminiscent


      

      
      
         In the Hall of Petitions, departing from the east wing of the Court of the Princesses, there hung an ancient scroll bearing a poem by Quaking Leaf. It was an ode to the dawn, and on its wall facing east it observed, every morning, the slow surrender of night to day. The loops and whorls of its script flowed like water, difficult to read, but within the twists of the brush and lines of ink lurked the hint of motion, as though each word were alive, waiting to crawl off the page. 



The dawn was hours late when Celestia destroyed it.



She fled down the corridor, propelled by her wings and magic to several times the speed of sound. The sluggish air, far too slow to move out of her way, compressed before her and caught fire, filling the hall with a flash as bright as the sun. On the scroll, the black ink absorbed a fractionally higher amount of this energy and began to burn, and for a moment the words of Quaking Leaf’s poem lived in flames that licked the charring paper around them.



A thousandth of a second later the shockwave of Celestia’s passage smashed the scroll like a hammer, snuffing the fires and blasting the fragile thing into drifting embers. They died, and shadows and falling dust swallowed all the rest.



Celestia burst from the crumbling palace like a shooting star. Towers that had stood for centuries toppled in climbing plumes of dust. The city shook, and the broad avenues collapsed into the earth, forming depthless, yawning canyons all around her.



She stopped atop a bridge. Drops of blood splattered on its stone parapets, painting black flowers beneath her. The world was colorless but bright – silver and shadows – and she looked up at the source of the cold light.



A full moon leered at her. It was bloated, monstrous, filling half the sky above the dying city. She could see the individual peaks of its mountains.



“Do you like it, Sister?” An icewater voice slid through her mind, and she dove from the bridge moments before the stone exploded. A black, formless mass flickered in the still-expanding fragments, grew still, then shot after her like an arrow made of night.



“Luna, please!” Celestia shouted. She banked beneath a row of flying buttresses that spiraled up a slender tower. They broke like stitches as she passed, and the tower began a long fall into the ruin below. “This isn’t you!”



“This isn’t you!” the voice echoed. For a moment it sounded like Luna, but just as quickly it was lost in mocking laughter that rolled on and on. It sounded like nothing sane.



Celestia chanced a look back. The boiling mass of shadows was closer now, or larger, or both. One liquid pustule rose to the surface and burst, revealing a cyan eye and a thousand teeth, as many teeth as there were stars in the night, all aligned in a shark’s maw, grinning at her. Hungry.



She flew faster.



It was pointless, of course – she could no more escape her sister than she could escape the night. Ahead of her rose a wall of shadows, a wave of darkness stretching across the horizon and rising to the edge of space. She slowed, stopped, and turned to face Luna.



“Please.”



The roiling mass of night exploded, revealing the monster within. If Celestia looked close, she could just barely discern, in the angle of the nightmare’s jaw, her sister’s shadow.



“Too late, Sister,” it said. “One world, one god.”



“We’re not gods.”



It smiled. “And that is why I shall rule. You have the tools to stop me, but you are too weak to use them. Beg me, and I will be quick.”



Could she? Could she fight her sister? Always before the answer had been ‘no.’ Now, faced with this monster, with a silver spear crafted from moonlight lancing toward her chest, with her city in ruins, with her beloved ponies scattered in terror of the living, breathing night, Celestia closed her eyes and thought.



It was time to find out.








“I love you,” Celestia whispered.



Luna looked up. Their table was littered with dozens of letters from Twilight Sparkle – her sister had taken an interest in reading them.



“And I you, sister.” She paused. “May I ask what gives rise to such an unexpected, yet welcome, declaration?”



Celestia blushed. “Sorry, just daydreaming.”



“Ah.”



And she went back to her reading.
      

      
   
      Dignity


      

      
      
         The air wrapped warm and perfect around Dash, and she drank it in, lip-smackingly thick with the cinnamon sweetness of apple pies baking. "There anything you don't know how to do, cowgirl?" Wincing at how dorky she sounded, she added, "Seriously!" so AJ would know she wasn't being serious.



Except it didn't seem to work: AJ at the ice box turned that way-too-familiar one-eyebrow-raised look over her shoulder and asked, "What in tarnation's that s'pposed to mean?"



"Nothing." Stupid mouth! Dash was getting tired of it saying things without checking with her first! "It's just—" She waved a hoof at the oven. "Yeah, Pinkie's the queen of baking, but you're, like, the princess, y'know?" Bringing the hoof back, she tapped her own chest. "And I'm totally the Iron Pony Champion of all Champions, but you're always right there behind me!"



AJ laughed around the jug she was setting on the table. "Behind?" she asked. "Or am I gonna hafta reconsider who gets summa this here cider and who don't?"



Dash gave her about half a scowl. "Maybe sometimes we're so close that from a couple angles, it might look like you're out front." She poked the table sharply enough to rattle the jug and the two mugs. "But only sometimes!"



"Fair enough." AJ motioned with her hoof, and Dash couldn't push her mug across the table fast enough. "That'll getcha 'bout a third of a fill-up." And she tipped in barely a splash of cider.



"What?" Leaping into a hover, Dash waved her front legs. "I'm paying you a compliment over here!"



"Well?" AJ's drawl got as thick as the pie scent in the air. "Go on paying it, and we'll see how much more cider it gets you."



Falling back into her seat, Dash raised her scowl level to three-quarters. "That's blackmail!"



With a shrug, AJ tipped the jug over her own mug, the golden elixir tumbling forth in all its splendor to gurgle and churn right up to the metal rim. "You're the one started this, sugar cube." She set the jug back on the table, folded her forehooves over the top of her mug, rested her chin on them, and batted her eyelashes. "So tell me more 'bout li'l ol' wunnerful me."



Gaze locked on the cider, Dash realized her tongue was hanging out; she snapped it back in, shook her head quickly, and wondered how much her dignity was worth.



Pursing her lips, AJ took a noisy sip from her mug, and Dash decided that dignity was way over-rated. "Ev'rypony knows that Twilight's the big brain around here, but the way you've been running this farm with hardly any help for all these years? That takes smarts! And Rarity? Sure, she winks and gets guys to pull carriages or to give her discounts at the market, but that writer she had a total crush on? One look at you, and wham!" She smacked her hooves together. "'Rarity who?' he's saying!"



AJ's grin looked like something Dash'd expect to see on a manticore or a timberwolf. "Quite the fascinating creature, ain't I?" She picked up the jug and aimed the spout at Dash's mug.



"Finally!" Dash couldn't keep from going airborne again.



But the luscious flow stopped about a hoofspan from the rim, and Dash wrenched her eyes up to the phony thoughtful look on her supposed friend's face. "Pinkie, you, Twilight, and Rarity." AJ set the jug back down. "Reckon we got one more to go."



For a moment, Dash considered slamming her own face into the table, but she didn't want to risk spilling the cider. So instead, she shouted, "Fluttershy may be good with animals, but all the cows and sheep and pigs you keep around here, you've gotta be nearly as good!"



"There now!" AJ filled the mug to the brim and slid it toward her. "That weren't so hard, was it?"



With a pounce, Dash grabbed the thing, swigged it back, and let the sweet, crisp liquid wash over her tongue; puffing her cheeks, she filled her mouth near to bursting, closed her eyes, and concentrated her whole being on the flavor, the sloshing, the aroma. And when she finally let herself swallow, she did it slowly, the cool trickle of it smoothing down her neck, through her chest, and into her middle like nothing else ever did.



"Oh, yeah," she murmured with a sigh. "Totally worth it."
      

      
   
      Stage Fright


      

      
      
         Fluttershy paced nervously across the backstage of the Fillydelphia Theater.



Toe-Tapper and Torchsong stood to one side out of her way, chatting. Big Mac leaned against the far wall, watching her silently. None of them seemed nervous.



Maybe nopony had seen the advertisements that the Ponytones had come to town. Maybe there were only two or three ponies in the audience. Or better yet, maybe the theater was empty! Fluttershy anxiously tiptoed downstage, gently easing the curtain open to peer through the tiny sliver to the world outside. She immediately yanked it shut with a tiny “eep.” Her worst fears had been realized. The theater was completely full.



“Fluttershy?” She turned to find Rarity, the remaining member of their quintet, standing beside her, face full of concern. “You’re not having second thoughts about the performance, are you?”








“You want to come on tour with the rest of the Ponytones?” Rarity was either ecstatic or dismayed; Fluttershy wasn’t sure which.



“Um, yes,” she confirmed. “If that’s okay?”



“Okay?” Rarity clasped both of Fluttershy’s shoulders with her forehooves “Why, that’s simply wonderful, darling!” she exclaimed, pulling Fluttershy into a tight hug.



“Oh. Good.” Despite Fluttershy’s outward smile as she returned the hug, she was crestfallen. It would have been so much easier if Rarity had said no.



But Fluttershy knew her friend too well to think that there was any serious chance of that. Which, of course, was precisely why she’d forced herself to ask. There was no getting out of this now. She couldn’t disappoint her best friend.



“Though to be honest, Fluttershy...” Rarity drew away. “I must admit I’m surprised you’ve asked to come sing with us.”



“Oh?” Fluttershy asked timidly, uncertain how to react.



“Now don’t get me wrong, darling. It’s been simply wonderful having you as a member of the Ponytones. But ever since Big Macintosh got his voice back, you’ve only come to rehearsals and private performances.” Rarity paused, looking her friend over, as though expecting to find a physical difference that might explain Fluttershy’s change of heart. “Whatever made you decide to come on tour with us this time?”



“Oh, um…” Fluttershy wasn’t prepared for this question. All her doubts and anxieties came flooding back to her. What if she failed? What if everyone laughed at her? What if she was so bad the audience threw fruit at the stage?



What if she let Rarity down?



She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts of the disastrous scenarios her imagination had forced upon her.



“Fluttershy?” Rarity’s voice carried a hint of concern.



Fluttershy gave her best smile. “I just think I’m ready to try again,” she lied.








Fluttershy shook her head, both in answer to Rarity’s question and to dash the memory from her mind. “No, I can do this,” she said more to herself than her friend. She was pretty sure there was only the slightest hint of doubt in her tone.



Rarity looked skeptical. She opened her mouth to respond, but was cut off by the abrupt appearance of a stagehoof. “Ponytones, on set!” he barked; Fluttershy nearly leapt out of her skin. “You’re on in thirty seconds!”



Not wasting a second, Toe-Tapper, Torchsong and Bic Mac stopped what they were doing and filed past Fluttershy to take their positions. Rarity cast her one last worried glance before doing the same, leaving Fluttershy alone backstage. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, held her head up, and stepped through the curtains, prepared for anything the world could throw at her.



But her confidence was shattered the moment she walked on stage and became acutely aware that every single pony in the audience was staring directly at her. And if that wasn’t enough, she then found herself glued to the spot by the overwhelmingly intense glare of two enormous spotlights shining down on her. She gulped. Every instinct in her told her that she was wrong to think she could do this. That she wasn’t safe. That she needed to return to the shelter of the curtains while she still had the chance.



She had just lifted a hoof to start running when Big Mac began to sing. One by one, Torchsong, Rarity, and Toe-Tapper added their voices to his, filling the room with the perfect harmony that had made Fluttershy a Ponytones fan in the first place. Before she knew it, her cue had come.



And she sang.
      

      
   
      Sixty Seconds


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie threw open the doors of the crystal chamber.



“Twilight!”



Twilight turned to her panicked friend. “Pinkie, what’s wro—”



Pinkie grabbed her by the cheeks. “Something terrible’s about to happen!”



Twilight pulled herself free. “What is it? Did your Pinkie Sense tell you something?”



“No, but it will! We have to hurry!”



Twilight tilted her head. “So you’re having a prediction… about having a prediction?”



Pinkie shrieked in frustration. “I don’t have time for this!” She dashed off, leaving a cloud of dust behind.



“That… was weird.”



Twilight tried to return to her work, but couldn’t shake a nagging feeling. That was weird, even for Pinkie Pie. She walked over to a window that overlooked Ponyville.



The little town was calm and quiet. It seemed to be a peaceful day. What could Pinkie be worried about?



Pinkie Pie threw open the doors of the crystal chamber.



“Twilight! Something amazing just happened!”



Twilight turned to her excited friend, confused. “Pinkie? What happened? Is it about your prediction?”



Pinkie tilted her head. “How do you know about my—”



Violent shivers rocked Pinkie’s body. They looked out the window just in time to see the devastating explosion.



It was over as quickly as it began.



The Crystal Castle remained standing in the charred crater, protected from the blast by its own magic.



Twilight fell backwards as Pinkie’s shivers subsided.



“It-it’s,” Twilight stammered. “It’s all gone.”



“No, Twilight! It’s okay!”



“How is this okay?!” Tears burned in her eyes. “Everything’s gone!”



“No, Twilight—I know what to do.” Pinkie’s voice carried a gravity that made Twilight stop.



“What?”



“Time travel.”



Twilight stared at her in disbelief, but shook her head. “It won’t work, Pinkie. A pony can only go back in time for one minute, and only once.” Twilight turned away. “I’ve already wasted mine.”



“I know.” Pinkie held Twilight’s face in her hooves, looking into her eyes. “Send me.”



“Wh-what?”



Pinkie nodded. “Send me back. I can make this okay.”



Twilight shook her head. “Sending myself is one thing, but sending somepony else? Even with alicorn magic, I’d only send you back in time a few minutes. It’s why the other Princesses don’t use it.”



“Then there’s no time to lose!” Pinkie remained adamant.



Twilight turned the idea over in her head. “Pinkie, you’ll only have one minute—that’s sixty seconds.”



Pinkie waved her off. “C’mon, Twilight. Have you seen what I can do in sixty seconds?”



“I—” Twilight turned to the window. “You’ll only get one chance.”



“I know, Twilight. I can do this.”



Twilight closed her eyes and flared her horn.








Pinkie found herself outside the crystal chambers and threw open the doors.



“Twilight!” she shouted. “Something terrible’s about to happen!”



“Did your Pinkie Sense tell you?”



“No, but it will!”



“A prediction… about a prediction?”



“I don’t have time for this!”



Pinkie dashed away and made her way into Ponyville.







“Everypony!” Pinkie shouted, running through the streets. “You need to get inside the Crystal Castle now!”



Ponies exchanged confused glances.



“My Pinkie Sense says so!”



That got their attention.



Pinkie continued running through the town. “Make sure nopony gets left behind!”



Pinkie realized how much time she was using up and made a mad dash to the only pony she knew could help.







Pinkie tapped Pinkie on the back, causing her to turn around.



“Ahh! A changling!”



“I’m not a changling.”



“Ahh! A Mirror Pool Pinkie!”



“I’m not from the Mirror Pool.” Pinkie grabbed Pinkie and brought her face in close. “I’m you, from the future!”



“Oh, that makes much more sense.”



“Listen! You’re going to have a prediction, but it’ll be too late, so you have to get everypony to the castle right now!” Pinkie’s eyes widened as sparks began to surround her. “Oh, no—I’m out of time!”



Pinkie placed a hoof on the disappearing Pinkie. “Don’t worry, me. I know just what to do. I’ll go tell Twilight!”



“No, no—!”








“No…” Pinkie held an outstretched hoof to the window overlooking the crater.



Twilight came to her side. “Pinkie? Are you okay?”



“I-I don’t know.”







Pinkie and Twilight began walking down the stairs of the Crystal Castle and entered the grand hall.



Everypony in Ponyville, young and old, crowded the hall. Twilight and Pinkie lit up. Nopony had been left behind.



“We-we did it!” Pinkie cheered.



Aid would need to be brought in, homes and buildings reconstructed. But everypony was here. Everypony was safe.



“You did it, Pinkie.” Twilight wiped a tear away. “You got them all in.”
      

      
   
      Social Friction


      

      
      
         The door to the apple cellar slammed shut with a loud crash.



“Hey! Who turned out the lights?” Rainbow yelled.



“Just a sec, folks. I’ll get ‘er opened back up.”



“Uh… it ain’t budgin’. Who all’s in here?”



“Me!”



“Um… me too…”



“Me three!”



"I think all of us are here."



“Just peachy. Say, Twilight? Ya’ think you could do that glowy thing so we can see?”



A magenta glow illuminated the dark, but freshly reorganized, cellar. Shelves filled with sacks and apple bushels lined two walls, and a stack of barrels sat by the third. The light also revealed the six ponies who’d just spent the morning putting it in order. 



Applejack stood on the stairs, frowning. “Rainbow, come on over here and help.”



“No problem!” Rainbow flew to the bottom of the stairs and crouched in a starting position. “Outta the way, AJ.”



“That ain’t a good idea, RD. That thing’s stuck tight, and it’s--” Applejack pressed against the wall as a rainbow canon ball blasted past her, slamming hard into the closed trapped door.”-- built to keep out a tornado.”



“Are you okay?” Fluttershy asked, flying up to where Rainbow was sprawled across the top steps. 



“Just… fine… I’ll go again… soon as the room stops spinning.”



“No, ya’ ain’t.” Applejack and Fluttershy helped Rainbow down the stairs. “We’re gonna sit tight for a bit, until Mac gets back from market.”



“From market?" asked Rarity. "As in, when the market closes for the evening?”



“That’d be when we usually get back from market, so yup.”



“And until that time, we’re going to sit in a hole in the ground?” Rarity arched an eyebrow.



Applejack raised both eyebrows. “It’s an apple cellar, and a right nice one too.”



“It’s a perfectly nice cellar, and I’m sure we’ll have a good time.” Twilight smiled. 



“Let’s do something fun!” Pinkie suggested.



“Like what? There’s not a lot to do in an apple-cellar-style hole in the ground.” Rarity sniffed.



“Um…” Fluttershy spoke up. “I’m hungry.” 



“Help yourself, sugarcube. There’s plenty apples for everypony.”



“What about to drink?” Twilight asked. “Is there any water or apple juice down here?”



Applejack bit her lip. “There’s, uh, stuff to drink.” 



“Stuff like…?” Twilight pressed.



“Are ya’ thirsty?”



“Not yet…”



“Then it don’t matter right now.” Applejack’s expression tried desperately to convey something to Twilight regarding Rainbow.  



“I’m thirsty!” Rainbow announced.



Applejack glared at her. “Horse hockey, you’re thirsty.” 



“I am if it means you have to tell us what there is to drink…” Rainbow smirked.



Applejack huffed and took a step to the left. “Fine, there’s cider in those barrels--”



Rainbow made a beeline for the barrels, only to stop short as she reached the length of her tail, which Applejack was not-so-accidentally standing on. 



“Ow! Hey!”



“But it ain't the stuff we usually sell,” Applejack explained to Twilight. “It’s the hard stuff.”



“Oh… yeah, we should probably hold off on that.”



“Um, why?” Rainbow asked. 



“Because we don’t want to end up drunk all afternoon?” Twilight answered. 



“We don’t?”



“Rainbow’s right,” Rarity pointed out. “What harm can it possibly do if we did become intoxicated?”



Pinkie’s eyes lit up. “Oh! We can all start talking about stuff like who we want to have sex with and don’t want to have sex with and we can reveal really embarrassing stuff about ex-special someponies and end up having sex and kissing each other!”



Twilight, Applejack, Rarity, and Fluttershy gaped at Pinkie with blinking, stunned expressions. 



Rainbow Dash shrugged. “Sounds good!”



“Ahem.” Fluttershy quietly cleared her throat, but Rainbow was already looking over one of the barrels for a way to open it. 



“Ahem!” Fluttershy said more clearly. Rainbow looked over. 



She met icy eyes that pierced her soul and chilled not just her bones, but her muscles and organs and some stuff that Twilight would probably argue wasn’t even inside a pony. The words that followed vibrated through all of those things. “Do not lay a HOOF on that cider.”



“‘kay,” Rainbow squeaked, backing away from the barrel to the other side of the room, where she sat down to pout.



The room was quiet for a few long seconds before Applejack said, “Ya know, those apples are plenty juicy! I reckon we’ll be just fine...”



“How about Twenty Questions?” Twilight suggested nervously. 



“Lovely!”



“That’s a right good idea!”



Fluttershy nodded, quietly eating an apple.



“Me first!” Pinkie announced. “I’ve got one!”



Rainbow frowned. “Awesome. Is it bigger than the stick up Fluttershy’s--”
      

      
   
      A Daughter's Love


      

      
      
         Twilight Velvet sat by the hospital bed where her husband way lying unconscious, holding his hoof. It had been a week since they had removed the feeding tube, determining that there was no hope for recovery. She drew his hoof to her chest and wept.



The door opened and she turned her head to see her daughter enter, bags visible under her eyes and mane pointing every which way. She glared at her daughter.



"Where have you been?" Twilight Velvet asked as her daughter's horn glowed violet, then ceased. "I asked you a question, young lady!"



The young alicorn paid her no heed. Instead, she closed her eyes as purple flames shot out of them and they glowed a deep viridian. Twilight Velvet's eyes popped open as she saw a purple column of smoke collect over her daughter's horn. 



If I'm not mistaken, that's dark magic... and she's aiming it right at my husband!



Twilight Velvet did the only thing she could think to do; she teleported between her daughter and her husband just as a purple and black  ray hit her, then subsumed into her. Her daughter smiled, opened her eyes, then grimaced as her eyes bugged open and wettened.



"What... what did you do?" Twilight Sparkle asked. 



"Preventing you from making a huge mistake, Twilight."



"What are you talking about?"



"You were about to cast dark magic on your father, and ineffective dark magic at that."



Tears poured down Twilight Sparkle's face. "Of course it didn't work on you, the spell only works on those at death's door!"



Twilight Velvet took in her daughter's panicked expression. "...what were you trying to do?



"Well," Twilight Sparkle said as she sniffled, "when Dad got into the accident, I immediately went to the Restricted Section of the Royal Library to see if there was any way I could save him. I found one that would."



Twilight Velvet raised an eyebrow, inspired by her daughter's limitless ingenuity. "And I guess you succeeded?"



Twilight nodded, tears streaming down her face."I did... if I was willing to give up my life to do so."



Twilight Velvet snarled, marched over to her daughter, and slapped her in the face. "What is wrong with you? What would make you think I'd rather lose a daughter than a husband?



Twilight Sparkle looked into her mother's eyes, her muzzle stained with tears. "I don't want my daddy to die."
      

      
   
      110%


      

      
      
         “Okay, squirts! Line up, and get ready to learn how to win!”



Twilight quickly stepped in front of Dash, smiling reassuringly as the foals gathered together. “Learn how to have fun, she means. Hopefully we’ll win some games, but if we don’t—” 



“—Then we won’t have any fun!” Dash cut in, muscling in front of Twilight. “Trust me, I’ve lost before—I mean, I’ve lost once, er, just to see what it felt like—and it was awful! You runts wanna have fun, we gotta win every. Single. Game!”



The fillies and colts looked to their teammates, silently asking one another when they could take the field and start braiding dandelions into their manes.



Twilight chuckled nervously. “Well, in any case, we should probably get started, since—” 



“—We’ve got a lot of work to do if we don’t want to be disappointments to ourselves, each other, and Mom and Dad!” There was an awkward silence as nine young foals and one alicorn princess stared uncertainly at Dash. “...Ah, your Moms and Dads.”



Twilight coughed. “Okay, so, let’s start with some basic throw-and-catch drills! I want you all to stand in a circle, and toss the ball back and forth. The goal is to throw-and-catch as many times as we can without dropping it, okay?”



The young ponies nodded, then shambled into a crude facsimile of a circle. “And remember,” Dash yelled, “I want everyone to give 110%!”



“She means 100%, everypony,” Twilight corrected.



Dash let out a single, barking laugh. “Just 100%? Not a chance! You need to give me 110% in practice, and maybe an extra 20% when we actually play, if we’re gonna win!”



“No, 100% will do fine,” Twilight said, a little more forcefully. “In fact, it’s the ideal amount to give, since you literally can’t give any more.”



“...Unless you want to win, in which case 110% is, like, the bare minimum.”



“Rainbow Dash,” Twilight whispered fiercely. “Why don’t you come over here so we can have a coach’s conference?”



Oblivious to the danger in that voice, Dash nodded. “Sure, whatever. Okay squirts, the goal is ten million throws without a drop. Get started, and we’ll be right back!” She trotted out of earshot with Twilight, leaving the nine foals alone with the ball.



“Okay, Dash,” Twilight began as soon as they were alone. “I know I promised to let you take the lead on this little league co-coaching thing—” 



“I don’t know why none of the parents would trust me alone with their kids,” Dash grumbled.



“—And even if I don’t think it’s the best choice, I’m prepared to let you destroy everypony’s self-esteem with your unrealistic expectations and incessant projecting of your own failures and successes onto them.” Twilight frowned. “I mean, I still don’t think you should, but my research indicates that it’s standard practice among little league coaches.”



“I’m assuming that meant ‘good job,’” Dash said. “So, can we get back to—”



“—But I am drawing the line at teaching bad math!” Twilight flared her wings angrily. “You can’t give 110%, Dash! Once you’ve given 100%, you have exactly zero more to give! That is literally what 100% means!”



Dash shrugged. “Um, duh?”



“So you need to—wait, what?” Now that she thought about it, Twilight wasn’t sure what reaction she was expecting from Dash, but it certainly wasn’t ‘immediate acknowledgement.’



“Well, yeah. Obviously you can’t actually give 110%,” Dash said. “But you can always give more than you think you can. Saying, ‘give it 110%’ is just a way to remind everypony that if they ever feel like they’re playing as hard as they can, they’re wrong. If you wanna improve, you’ve always got to push yourself to do more than you think you can.”



Twilight gaped silently. Finally, she stuttered, “W-well, I still disapprove of using improper numerical nomenclature.”



Dash waved a wing dismissively. “If that’s Twi-speak for ‘I still don’t like it,’ then how about I let you do a correction at the end of each practice? Kids need to do a cool-down anyway, you might as well be talking then.”



“Okay, but then—”



“Cool.” Dash turned back to the foals, who had, over the past two minutes, transitioned from ‘throwing the ball,’ to ‘staring listlessly at the ball’ and had just graduated to ‘ripping up chunks of sod to see who could find the most worms.’ “Alright, squirts, back to work! We’ve got to make up for lost time—that means giving at least 112% for the rest of practice!”



Twilight shuddered.
      

      
   
      Never Again


      

      
      
         




“I’m all-in!”



All of Pinkie’s friends looked over their cards, and stared at the pink, beaming pony, enthusiastically shunting her entire pile of chips forward. 



“Damn, you really didn’t waste any time there,” Rainbow said, doing her best not to sneak a look at Fluttershy’s casually exposed cards.



“Pinkie, you said you understood the rules.” Twilight massaged her brow with a raised hoof. “Why are you betting all your chips when we haven’t dealt the other three cards to make a play yet? And it’s the first round.”



“Oh I’m really confident with my hand. There’s no way you can win!”



Twilight looked down at her own - an Ace and Jack. Not great but definitely worth staying in the round for. Pinkie quite conceivably could have a better start, but did she know that? Was she the type to bluff in a game like this?



Applejack rubbed the back of her neck. “Remind me why we picked poker again?”



“Because somepony was a little too eager for us to play a certain other card game,” Twilight replied, narrowing her eyes across the table.



“What?” Rainbow said, half-startled. “Don’t deny we had an awesome time playing that!”



 “Applejack ran off crying after less than an hour!”



The farmer’s neck slumped, letting her hat slip depressingly over her eyes, prompting a friendly back on the back from Rarity. “Ahem, I believe we said we would never talk of that game again.”



“Oh...yes,” Fluttershy murmured. “Though I would like to try ‘Monopony’ sometime. That sounds awfully exciting.”



“Ugh, isn’t that the one that takes eleventy-billion hours to complete?” Rainbow scoffed, unintentionally making Twilight shiver through the mathematical butchery.  



“Let us first manage to get through this game girls, shouldn’t we?” Rarity peeked at her cards once more. “Poker is all the rage up in Canterlot right now, don’t you know.” 



“Soooo…” Pinkie practically bounced in her seat, making shadows from the lantern dance on the barn walls. “Is anypony brave enough to match me?” Her eyebrows wiggled dangerously along with her mane.



“I’ll pass,” Rarity said, sliding her face-down cards forward.



“Eeeyup, mee too.” 



“Umm...me three.”



All eyes turned to Rainbow Dash. 



“Uhhh..” She squirmed in her seat, before finally slumping forward in despair. “Fine! I’m out too. But only cause my hand sucked!”



Only Twilight remained. If she matched Pinkie, one of them would be going out straight away. But letting her get away with a reckless bluff now would likely give her a psychological advantage for the rest of the game. And it was a pretty good hand…



“Oh, you know what? Fine. You’re on,” Twilight said, magically arranging all of her chips twenty centimetres further forward in perfect alignment to their original position. 



“Looks like it’s a showdown then.” Applejack grabbed the rest of the pile. “Let’s see yer cards.”



Twilight flipped over her Jack and Ace, only to stare in disbelief as Pinkie revealed two Aces. There was beginner’s luck, and then there was that.



“Dang, you weren’t kidding girl,” Applejack said, turning over both the flop and the turn - another Jack and the fourth Ace. Pinkie’s three-of-a-kind to Twilight’s two-pair. But there was still a chance, of a full-house. The last card just had to be a Jack…



The three spectators gulped audibly. Twilight looked over to Pinkie, attention completely taken by Applejack’s moving hoof. It returned to the pile, gripped the last card...and revealed…



Another Ace.



Pinkie whooped in delight at her four-of-a-kind, and grasped her now-doubled bounty as Twilight’s brain crunched to a complete halt. She looked down at her solitary Ace, just to make sure she hadn’t imagined it.



But...but...I checked the deck before...how…



A slight cough from Rarity drew Twilight to look up, where she saw her four friends all mouthing the same words, as the fifth continued to giggle manically.



“It’s Pinkie” 








“Oh hey, you’re back early,” Spike said, putting down his comic book as Twilight walked past his bedroom door. “Like...three...hours early. What happened?” 



“Spike, know this.” Twilight leant round the door, an evil look in her eyes. “From now on, I am never, ever playing card games again.”





      

      
   
      Method Acting


      

      
      
         With the evening sun gleaming off her plumage, the phoenix soars over her territory. Almost time to roost for the night, so she lands on a lower branch of an isolated stand of trees. She chose this place carefully.



This group of oaks has died, and they stand far enough from the forest that if she accidentally burns them down, the fire won’t spread. Not that it would harm her.



The lower branches. Most phoenixes want to perch up high, out of reach, with a clear view of anything approaching. But she likes the low branches, where she can watch the ponies.



Empty dirt fields extend far in every direction. At least she assumed that originally, but those rocks poking up everywhere aren’t in the way, like most farms. These ponies want them there.



The two gray ones noticed her here a week ago. She heard them talking and flew down to listen. They had some rocks shoved together, and while they weren’t looking, she tried what she always did when confronted with something new: burn it.



Except the rocks didn’t burn. They glowed red and softened, then some silvery and golden bits dripped out on the ground. The ponies yelled at her, so she hopped back up to the treetop, where phoenixes should perch. She didn’t mean—but she couldn’t say “sorry” with a beak.



So she waits, on her dead trees. If a male phoenix happens by, she can set the whole thing ablaze to catch his attention, maybe raise a nest of chicks. It won’t hurt the ponies, and then they’ll be rid of her.



But… down below, in the dusk. The gray ponies smile up at her, then they spread out some straw and old paper. “Chirr?” she asks, but they don’t answer, just smile. One of them prods the wad of debris forward before they back off.



The phoenix watches. She spreads her wings to retreat up the tree, like last time, but they don’t move. They keep smiling. After a few minutes, she drops down one branch, then another. Still, they smile.



She blinks at the dry fuel, then ignites her feathers and sets the little pile smoldering. A thin wisp of smoke and glowing ash rises to her, and she breathes it in. It tastes good. But she flutters back up a branch.



What? They… push a crucible of rocks toward her. They got mad last time, but… they’re smiling. “It’s okay,” they say. So she starts up her flame again, and the silver and gold bits run out of the rocks together, collecting in the bottom of the bowl. They don’t yell at her.








The phoenix stretches out her wings to soak up the morning sun, and like the last three days, the two gray ponies come out and gaze up at her. They don’t have any rocks today. Instead… another pony. A pink one.



“There,” they say to the newcomer as they point, “that’s the one.”



“Awk?” the phoenix asks, but they don’t answer. They smile as usual, but the pink one doesn’t.



“Can you please come down?” she says. No. Phoenixes don’t like the ground. Dirt can smother flames.



The pink one points at her, too, and yet another pony arrives, this one light blue, and… flying!



The phoenix retreats into the thicker branches—they can’t reach her here, and she won’t have to hurt them! She doesn’t want to hurt… Rainbow? Is that her name? H-how does she know that? How does she know?



Rainbow keeps her distance. Good. She doesn’t want to hurt Rainbow. The pony doesn’t smile, though—she frowns like the pink one, and her ears droop.



“Please,” Rainbow says. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kept bugging you.”



Rainbow says another word, and the phoenix tries to repeat it. “Cwi?” She can’t pronounce it with a beak.



“I won’t ever ask you to let me try being a griffon again. I understand why it’s dangerous now. But you didn’t have to risk showing me, not like this. Please.” Some water leaks from her eyes, and that doesn’t make sense! Is she attacking…?



For the first time she can remember, the phoenix feels cold, and not from the water. Her body shakes, and she huddles against the trunk. The sight of that pony… One word steals her mind, one word that she must say, but why? She squeezes her eyes shut and speaks it for all to hear, as best she can: “Revert.”



And a purple glow surrounds her.
      

      
   
      Legacy


      

      
      
         The eye stared at the little alicorn in front of it, and the alicorn stared back.



The water shimmered on the roof of the cave, and wind blew through the tunnel, creating a faint music.



The beast to which the eye belonged remembered the alicorns that came before.



The white and the black one had not been ready, and he would not let it happen again.



But the yellow one had been ready.



And the red one had been ready.



The pink one was also ready.



So was this one ready?



The mare knew that it must have been a test. Everything was a test, but that was beside the point: her ex-teacher had said that she was ready to learn the legacy—whatever that meant—and had sent her to this place.



The beast's magic was a fickle thing. The magic came when it was needed most and left when it was not.



The eye used its magic to examine every aspect of the alicorn. What had she been through? Was she kind, good natured, forward thinking, and intelligent? Could she do the right thing with the knowledge?



The eye blinked, it's rough upper and lower lid converging in the center for tens of seconds, then slowly made their way back to their closed positions.



The pony realized that the beast lived in slow motion. It was so big, whatever it was, that she was a mere insect to it.



The eye still gazed upon her, and she was becoming... nervous. Had she not passed the test? Was this normal?



The eye still gazed upon her, and the alicorn remained stoic. He saw what she had been through; how she had been taken in as the white one's student, trained, and defeated many who wished to compromise peace and serenity.



The mountain moaned and shook, and bits of rock fell from the ceiling into the pools of water on the sides of the stone path.



The pony lost her hoofing and fell on her stomach but quickly recovered. She continued to stare at the eye, even as she lost her balance. She would show this thing that she was ready.



The eye was... odd. It was the eye of a dragon, no doubt, but that was misleading; many creatures in Equestria shared the slit.



Its iris was an amber, with streaks of rich brown that were amplified by its unusual size.



But its pupil: its pupil was the deepest thing the mare had ever seen. It reminded her of the night sky, but was... darker, and... deeper. It was as if staring into it would show her the secrets of the universe.



Then, without warning, the creature broadcast a thought. What is your name?



The mare frantically looked around the room for a moment, trying to discern where the voice had came from.



But she thought for a moment. This creature was undoubtedly large. Was it possibly so large that it could not speak in audible tones? Was its voice so deep that it was literally impossible to hear?



She decided that this was the case, and spoke back to it, in the loudest way she could: the royal Canterlot voice. “My name is Twilight Sparkle,” she screamed at the eye.



Are you ready to learn the secrets, Twilight? it asked in thought.



Twilight thought for a moment. What did this mean? Why would it ask her? Was this another test? She knew there was no definite answer. So, then, what should she say? Did this beast want modesty or sternness?



She spoke, after much deliberation. “It depends on what the secrets are.”



You are not ready.



Twilight panicked. Her eyes went wide and she hyperventilated slightly.



The mountain rumbled again, but this time it was uneven. Almost as if the beast was... laughing.



You are ready, little one.
      

      
   
      Open Book


      

      
      
         Her head turned back and her gaze fell away from the happy couple seated near our table, drifting downward into her empty, chipped little teacup. A pale sadness shown in her eyes, even while the slightest curl of pleasure graced her lips.



And then she looked up at me, as if she'd intended to move onward, perhaps expecting nothing from me at that moment. She caught me watching her, and oh Celestia I stopped breathing.



I couldn’t move my eyes away, not as I would have had she not trapped me. It was as though I’d just walked up to her and laid my racing heart bare for her to see, to react to, to judge its specific worth, and hoped that her eyes wouldn’t say no.



Do you know what it is to confront a dragon? To battle the Nightmare in her fury? I’ve never been so frightened in my life as I was at that moment, at what I might see in her eyes. I was just fine, before, hiding my feelings away from myself and from my friends, like a rare book I’d concealed in the library stacks; tricking myself into believing that it was always there for others to find, keeping it only for myself until somepony came looking for it. It wasn't until that moment that I realized how profoundly lonely I’d been.



I watched her eyes as a breathless eternity ticked by, and I felt but didn’t hear all of our friends' conversations continue unchanged around us. Heat bloomed in my face as her expression – in that sideways, lengthening look – changed. Until the instant she'd caught me, I had no idea I was even looking at her with that... longing I knew she’d seen. She looked into me at precisely my most vulnerable moment, and in an instant she knew.



The subtlest widening of her gorgeous blue eyes; the slightest parting of her lips; the first instant glow of blush coloring her white cheeks. Her breath caught, her pupils dilated—



Surprise.



Damn!



I bit my cheek hard, lashing at myself for being so stupid. I turned my head and fixed my traitorous eyes on the less than comforting grain of dark wood paneling just over Pinkie’s shoulder, as though my attention had been casually drawn to the thread of her animated conversation with Fluttershy.



My racing heart, laid bare? Well that sounds pretty gruesome, doesn’t it? Now I’ll probably find myself looking up some detailed anatomy text, tonight; probably something sterile and surgical, just to see how long the heart can survive like that, laid bare. I feel like the answer is ‘too long’ when I’m distracted as I often am, or maybe it’s only that fraction of a second whenever I see her smile. Of course the real answer is that I don’t know, couldn’t know until now because I’ve always been a coward when it was my own heart that was in danger and not the lives or hearts of my friends. I’ve never truly shown my heart to anypony before.



It really was racing now, my traitorous heart. It had hurt so long before this moment, I realized – a constant ache for her that it had never fully shared with my intellect – and I knew that it would be a vivid agony in me from now on. 



If I let it.



There was no turning back from that moment, but my fear would forever keep me from what I was so painfully aware of... if I let it.



I couldn’t observe, now, without changing her. I couldn’t know her heart without asking her if she even... desired me. Oh, desire. That word rolled around in my head and pushed a few more big red buttons, all marked ‘Panic!’



I turned back and stared down into my own teacup, a fragile little thing – empty and worn but still capable of holding something vital – and compared it with hers. I realized that I was shaking, and it hurt to breathe. But I willed myself to act, forcing my eyes upward to capture her blue-eyed gaze once more. I was terrified to see what I'd feared, perhaps unfairly, of her; disdain, sadness, pity, anger, or worst of all, apathy.



But my heart was in danger, and I knew that this time I would listen to it.



I stared into her eyes, still wide and beautiful and surprised, and I reached my shaking hoof across the table toward hers.
      

      
   
      After the Game


      

      
      
         Princess Celestia had been expecting the knock, so she opened the door right away and embraced her student, holding her, feeling the little shivers emanating from her body, the dampness of her tears.



“They don’t like me, Princess! They called me names! What do I do?" Twilight Sparkle looked up at her mentor, eyes wide and hooves folded. “What do I do?”



Princess Celestia looked down at Twilight and smiled. The little unicorn burrowed herself further into Princess Celestia's coat. Closing her eyes, the princess spoke.



“Once, there was a filly named Circumstance who lived in a little village across the sea. Her village was controlled by a lord named Pomp, and he was not a very nice pony. Every day, he forced the villagers to mine precious metals for him, so that he could keep a life of luxury. Pomp used his position to his own selfish advantage, and the lives of the villagers were quite miserable.



“One day, after Circumstance had become a full-grown mare, she began to crave the wealth and fame that Pomp had, so she schemed with other villagers to overthrow Pomp from his oppressive reign. She managed to gain everypony’s support, save for one: an old stallion named Trivia who lived in a mountain nearby with his family and not much else in the way of material goods. ‘Pomp will get what’s coming to him eventually without any conspiracies,’ he said. ‘If you leave him be, life will improve after he is gone, and you will all be happier for it. Be patient,’ he warned Trivia. ‘There is more to life than fortune and power.’”



“But Trivia did not listen. The next day, Circumstance and her supporters stormed the tower where Pomp lived and confronted him. Frightened, Pomp turned and fled into the nearby forest and was never heard from again. Everypony celebrated and decided to elect one of their own as a new leader for the community, and Circumstance was the unanimous choice, and was delighted.



“‘Do not let the power go to your head,’ warned Trivia. ‘Why do you revel in your position? Do you not see how Pomp was, how he became his power? Resign and enjoy the company of your friends instead. Riches and status mean nothing after you die, and you will be forgotten.’ Circumstance ignored him and, after some time, began sending ponies back to the mines that they had been liberated from not that long ago.



“And so it was that, several years later and after much suffering, the villagers once again broke into the tower and drove out their leader. Stunned, Circumstance galloped away to Trivia’s mountain. He would support her, she knew he would!



“Inside, she found his body on what had passed for his bed. He was relaxed and had the ghost of a smile on his face, like he was at peace. Circumstance threw herself to the ground and wept over his loss and the loss of her wealth. She cried out to the heavens and pleaded with them, asked them to end her life, for there was no purpose to remain alive if she had nothing to show for it.



“She asked for the ultimate choice, and the heavens obliged.



"Days later, both Circumstance and Trivia were found, and the villagers buried them side by side before returning to their own lives."



Twilight Sparkle was still. Not a trace of her anguish or helplessness remained as she watched Princess Celestia walked to an ornate chess table, with chairs on either side. The pieces were in a state of disarray, a game having been left incomplete. Princess Celestia motioned her student over.



As Twilight came over, Princess Celestia slid a drawer open in the table, took several pieces off the board, and placed them inside the drawer. She continued this until there were only two left.



“After the game, the king and the pawn go into the same drawer,” said Princess Celestia, removing the final pieces from the board and laying them in the drawer. She slid it shut and looked at Twilight. “Do you know what it is I say to you, Twilight Sparkle?”



Twilight opened her mouth, closed it, furrowed her eyebrows, and nodded. “Yes, Pr—” She covered her mouth and blushed. “Yes, Celestia. I know. May I go?”



“Only if you agree to bring a friend to your next lesson,” Celestia said with a smile. Twilight nodded and trotted out of the throne room.
      

      
   
      How It All Began


      

      
      
         With the clatter of glass jars interrupting the silence of the falling twilight, Stinkin' Rich dropped the last case of jam on the floor of his tent. He stretched the soreness from his aching back, letting out an involuntary sigh in the process. He had spent a good portion of the day carrying these crates from the orchard to his tent, and as the sun finished its descent on the horizon, Rich was able to finally rest his weary hooves and admire his new treasure.



Surrounding him was a count of crates numbering a dozen, each filled to bursting with jars of fresh zap apple jam. By the light of the flickering lantern, the vibrant colors contained within the jars were a magnificent sight to behold. Even the subtlest of hues shone with the purest of clarity, and each danced within its container, producing the most beautiful gradients Rich had ever witnessed. Had Rich not seen the apples turned to jam and poured into the jars with his own eyes, he would've guessed that some pony, somehow, had managed to compress the rainbow itself into a case of glass for the viewing pleasure of any who looked upon it.



But as brilliant as the jam appeared, better still was its stark and unique taste. While he was by no means an expert connoisseur of all things food, Rich was certain that such a flavor had never before existed in the history of Equestria. So sweet, so smooth, so... perfect. It had an exquisite texture that tingled the taste buds and cooled the throat. And although it was a true delight to eat plain from the jar, it also had a very malleable flavor, complimenting nearly everything that Rich cared to try it on or in.



And it was this flavor that Rich was counting on.



The land he saw around him was nearly as wild and unsettled as they come, and the close proximity to the Everfree Forest didn't help to solve that concern. But as much as the hills and the trees made it seem unlikely that anything more than a small homestead would be able to thrive, Rich couldn't help but see a vast untapped potential in that humble group of pioneer ponies that decided to rest their wagons in order to make their homes.



Rich himself, however, was not a farm pony. He could appreciate the value of fertile soil and a bountiful harvest, but he had little interest in sinking his hooves into that work. His pursuits were more akin to the store front, where he could win the minds and hearts of customers with his words and his goods. Long had he dreamed of opening a stall that sold any myriad of products, where his business would attract ponies of all kinds to come together. That, he truly knew, was how the strongest of communities were formed.



The problem was that, in order to have a life of sales, he needed goods to sell. His previous attempts had ended rather sadly and abruptly, when no matter what he sold, competitors were always able to sell the same thing in higher quantities or for cheaper prices. He quickly learned that opening a business in an existing market was difficult indeed. What he needed was something new, something that he could guarantee that no one would ever find anywhere else. What lay on the ground in crates around him, he knew, was precisely that. 



As soon as he first saw, as he first tasted that exquisite jam, he gathered all the money he could muster and purchased as many jars as he could afford. Tomorrow, he would scout the surrounding area for a good place to set up his stall. He already had an idea of where to start; just a short ways to the north-west was the road most ponies would take in order to get from Canterlot to either Cloudsdale or Las Pegasus, so along that road somewhere would be the perfect location.



This was his last chance at achieving his dream. After this, he would either be a success or destitute. The jars that glistened in the lantern's glow represented everything of note he owned. Somehow he knew, however, that his worries would soon be over, and his lifelong goal would finally be realized.
      

      
   
      A Spoonful of Sugar


      

      
      
         “I’m so glad you could all come today. A proper tea party is never complete without friends. Plus, I have four settings and it works out just right. Would you like one lump or two, Scootaloo?”



Wait a sec, I don’t want to fight with you.



“No, silly. I’m talking about the sugar. They go in the tea and you get to choose how sweet you want it. I normally go for two lumps, but today I think I’ll go for three—one for each of you. Give me just a minute and I’ll have everything served up.”



I really like your hair braid. It looks pretty.



“Why thank you, Apple Bloom. I love your bow as well. My mother helps braid it cause I’m not so good at doing it myself. I’m trying to learn, but it’s really hard to manage. I have trouble getting it started and again at the end with the tie. I can never get it tight enough. Does Applejack help you comb your mane, or do you do it yourself?”



She used to, but I learned how to do it myself. If I had Rarity’s help, things might be different.



“I know, right? Rarity is such an amazing sister. Your mane looks absolutely gorgeous, Sweetie Belle. Go figure. I’ve spent a lot of time at the salon, but they can never get the curls to set like yours. Do you use some kind of unicorn magic or is it naturally curly?”



I think it’s natural. But maybe Rarity does use some magic. I could check. Hey! You know what? She might even help with yours if we ask.



“Do you think she would? My birthday party’s tomorrow, and it would be so awesome if your sister could get my bangs to curl like yours. But I thought she only made dresses?”



When it comes to fashion, Rarity does everything. And now that you mention it, did she make that dress you’re wearing?



“This one? Of course she made this one. Who else in town makes dresses like this? It’s got the most amazing ruffle in the back—it shimmers when I swish my tail. You can’t find anything better in Canterlot unless, of course, it’s Rarity’s design. To come anywhere close, you have to go all the way to Manehattan. My mom took me shopping there once, but I still like Rarity’s dresses the best. I can’t wait to show it off at my party tomorrow. You’ll all be coming, won’t you?”



Umm, I’m kind of busy already.

I didn’t know it was your birthday.

Applejack’s making me help her tomorrow after school.



“I understand.”



We’d all love to come, but we didn’t know we were invited. Sorry.



“It’s alright. You don’t have to apologize. There’s always next year. My family will be here, and so will Diamond. There might be a few others, but that’s probably it. We’ll have fun—we always do—just the two of us.”



That doesn’t sound very fun.

When you say ‘fun’, don’t you just mean you’re going to find somepony to pick on?

Why do you even hang out with her? She’s not a very good friend.



“I don’t know. I guess I started hanging out with her because I didn’t want to get teased for wearing glasses. Our parents hang out a lot too, so it’s kind of hard not to. She’s really not that bad. We have a lot of fun together, and it’s not like we spend all our time doing that stuff.



I’m sorry I didn’t get you a gift. I didn’t even know it was your birthday.



“Don’t worry about it. The best gift is having you all here right now. I’ve been wanting to use this tea set for a really long time, and it’s really nice to have friends that I can share it with.”



What about Diamond Tiara?



“Oh… yeah… she doesn’t like tea.”



*knock, knock*



“What are you doing, Silver Spoon? Get out of that silly dress and get moving! The crusaders are trying to get their cutie marks again and I don’t want to miss the chance to point and laugh at them when they fail.”



“Okay, Diamond, but could you wait for me downstairs? I’ll get changed and catch up in just a bit.”



“Fine, but don’t keep me waiting. If we miss the big flop, I’m going to be mad, and it’ll be all your fault.”



I really want to finish having tea with my friends.

 
      

      
   
      Going For Gross


      

      
      
         “That’s a bird,” Rainbow Dash clarified, staring at the fidgeting red lump in front of her. She pulled at her mane. “That’s a bird and oh my gosh oh my gosh what are you doing.”



Gilda grabbed it by a wing. It swayed in the wind. She shrugged, but still had an unmistakable smirk. “What does it look like?” With that, she flicked the bird up into the air. Dash could only stare as Gilda took a step back, opened her beak, and let the body drop into her mouth. A few flecks of blood sputtered out when she snapped her jaw closed. She ripped out a chunk and swallowed.

Dash felt like her stomach had melted. Taking deep breaths, she tried to turn away. Yet, every few moments she couldn’t help but glance back with wide eyes. “That,” she muttered. There were about ten full breaths before she continued. “That’s gross. Like, really gross. You're gross.”



“Yeah, but at least I’m full.” Gilda tossed the carcass to the side, letting it tumble into the clouds. Instead of falling right through, it just sank a bit before stopping. Dash moved a few steps away from the growing splotch. Gilda snickered again. “Jeez, Dash. Didn’t know you were such a little priss.”



“I’m not!” Rainbow yelped. She did a double-take at the dead bird before turning around and pouting. “You’re just freakin’ gross. Who the hay eats actual birds?”



“Uh, griffons? Who eats fried hay?”



“Anypony that’s not a weirdo!”



Gilda rolled her eyes. “Great. So I’m just a weirdo to you too?”



“Wha…? No, G, that’s not what I meant.” Dash rubbed her leg. “Ponies just don’t eat meat! We’re veterinarians, or whatever—all we eat is plants. ‘Cuz, like, birds are basically stupider pegasi. When you eat a bird, it’s kinda like you’re eating a pony. And that’s not cool.”



“But what about that rabbit I ate last week?” Gilda snapped, cheeks a bright pink. “You were just as ticked then.”



“Well, it’s still meat!”



“I’m a carnivore, Dash! All I eat is meat!”



“Yeah, well, maybe if you actually tried some hayfries, you would like them!” Dash shouted. “And then you wouldn’t have to be so gross!”



“You’re gross!”



“No, you!”



Their faces were nearly touching now. They both growled before spinning away, muttering the worst curse words they knew—real and made-up—under their breath. Rainbow had just called Gilda a “snootlumper” when she realized that a new sound had filled the air: laughter. She turned, only to find Gilda giggling into her claws. She forced herself to keep frowning. “What’s so funny?”



Gilda stifled her laughter with a claw. “No, no, it’s just—I’ve tried hayfries, and I think they’re disgusting. But have you ever tried meat?”



Dash snort-laughed, but it soon faded when she saw Gilda’s grin. She took a step back, eyes flying between Gilda and the bird. “I don’t eat meat.”



“Maybe if you actually tried some bird, you would actually like it!” Gilda sang. Her grin somehow grew bigger. “You want some?”



“No. That’s gross.”



Gilda picked a piece of flesh off the bird. Gilda opened her talon and held it out to Dash.



“Seriously, G, this is stupid. I don’t want any meat,” Rainbow said, staring at the scrap. A moment passed, with the only sound being Dash’s hard breaths. She flicked a glance at Gilda. “Do… Do you really want me to?”



Gilda didn’t answer.



Rainbow gulped. “Okay, but only ‘cuz you really want me to.” 



She reached out and took the piece in her hoof. She opened her mouth, but spent the next few moments just flipping it from hoof-to-hoof. Then, with a prayer to the patron spirit of disgusting foods, she threw it into her mouth. Eyes clenched, Dash let it just sit at the bottom of her mouth before taking a few hesitant chews and swallowing. The meat tasted slimy and bitter. It slid down her throat like a greasy hayfry. She shuddered as it went down.



Chuckling, Gilda clapped a talon on Dash’s back. “I knew you weren’t a complete priss, Dash!”



Meat. Everything spun. Dash’s vision was a swirling mix of colors, pocked with black blobs. Meat. I ate a bird. “S-stop,” she murmured as Gilda slapped her back again. Eyes wobbling, she looked over her shoulder at Gilda. “I—I’m gonna—“



For the next minute or so, all Gilda could think about was how lucky she was to have 24/7 access to the Junior Speedsters showers.
      

      
   
      Leap of Faith


      

      
      
         Day dawned cruel at the edge of the world.



Scootaloo felt the sun long before she saw it. At first, it was just a vague heaviness and a vibration low beneath hearing. Gravity increased, and for a fleeting moment, if she'd closed her eyes, she could have imagined herself to be standing atop the barren rock of Canter Peak; then the true, terrible force of it hit, and her knees buckled, and she sprawled to the floor of the cave. The rumble became a roar became an all-consuming static gnawing at her brain through her ears; spread-eagled flat, squeezed breathless by the lead weight of her lungs, she slid along the smooth arc of the cave floor and up the curve of its back wall—



light



—and kept sliding as white seared her eyes through closed lids; as the suddenly superheated air broiled her skin; as the all-consuming roar was overpowered by a bang that sounded as though Creation Herself had stretched taut the flat, circular surface of Equestria and pounded the disc with one mighty hoof. 



When the shockwave of sunrise had passed, as gravity inch by inch released its grip and she gasped to fill her lungs with burning air, as the dancing spots retreated to the edges of her vision and the world-rattle retreated from her ears, she struggled back to her hooves. Gravity tugged her upward, and she realized with a start she was standing on the ceiling. She spread her too-small wings, setting them to hummingbird motion, and pirouetted in midair as the sun's tug finally ceased and the gentle pull of the Rim returned her to earth.



Outside, with a noise like a herd of deaf drummers with different-sized instruments, the rocks lifted by the sun's approach began to hail from the sky.








She remembered the Cutie Mark Crusaders' last meeting. Sweetie Belle had come in beaming, a pair of beamed quavers adorning her flanks, and they'd laughed and cried and danced and hugged.



And asked. Of course they'd asked.



Sweetie got a funny look on her muzzle which instantly silenced the others. "It's not about what I did," she said quietly. "It's that when I listened to the applause…I suddenly realized that I couldn't imagine anything I'd ever want more for my life."



Apple Bloom got a funny look of her own after that. The next morning at school, her flanks were adorned with an apple topped by a five-petaled white flower.



They'd stayed in touch, of course, but it wasn't the same. Their sleepovers had fewer crazy ideas and more talk of the future. It got more and more awkward as Scootaloo's flank stayed resolutely pristine.



A year later, they put into words the chasm that had been growing between them.



"Scootaloo," Sweetie had said. "I care about you. I want you to be happy."



"We all do," Apple Bloom softly added. "You're tearing yourself up."



"Shouldn't you…you know."



The ex-Crusaders glanced at each other.



"…Settle?"








Ten minutes later, when the last of the stone-hail had fallen, Scootaloo finally dared to leave her shelter, squinting against the too-bright sky. It was no wonder the Rim was bare rock; the night's glacial chill had, in an instant, grown so hot that the ground was almost painful underhoof. 



Scootaloo took a trembling breath and walked away from the cave. Some unicorn had sculpted it out of the Rim, a tiny teardrop-shaped pocket at the furthest edge of a flat wasteland. Days and days from any living soul. Leagues from the next nearest shelter. A stone's throw from the yawning infinite.



She stepped to the edge with trembling legs.



Scootaloo hoofed the edge of the world—glancing down the sheer cliffs into the starry void—and backed away. Not for the first time, she wondered how crazy she was for clinging to her dream. Her journey to the Rim's edge already put her in an elite group; shouldn't that count for something? She could see herself being happy to spend her life exploring. All she would have to do would be turn around and leave.



And then, she thought, forever be defined by my failure.



No…there was only one way this could go. She had no idea how it would end, but she knew the next step.



She backed up, feeling a strange calm settle over her. 



Then Scootaloo spread her wings, galloped forward, and leapt.
      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Greatest Adventure of All


      

      
      
         “You’ll never get away with this, Ahuizotl!”



Daring Do strained at the ropes, held fast to the altar. Ahuizotl reached out his tail hand, taunting her with the ancient treasure just a feather out of reach.



“Your pitiful struggles amuse me, but all is for naught, Daring Do.” Ahuizotl raised his arms to the sky. The failing light on the horizon cast a shadow across the captive pony. “Once I set the band, there’s no turning back. I’ll have my revenge and you will be mine, forever!” His evil laugh reverberated through the ruins.



“No matter what you do, Ahuizotl, I’ll never give in! Never!” Daring’s monochrome tail thrashed against several layers of tulle. Her vision, clouded in shadow, fixed on the red-gold halo surrounding her nemesis.



“Your objection is noted, but I must ask regardless. It’s part of the spell.” A wry grin spread across Ahuizotl’s face, a look mirrored in the gallery of jungle cats perched on the ledge above. Colorful urns spilled their foliage, framing the stage in an odd mix of celebration and pity. “Any last words before you bend to my will?” 



A streak of gold shot across the altar.



“The flowers are a nice touch, but you should really let the mare pick her own colors.”



“Wha—” Ahuizotl staggered backward, reeling from the surprise attack. “Who dares disturb this ceremony?”



The golden dart flipped around, striking a pose against the setting sun. “They call me, Adventure—High Adventure!” The gleam off the pegasus stallion’s confident smile rivaled the stars for sparkle. His crimson-tipped mane lit a second fire in the sky. “Care to join me, Miss Do?”



“You’re too late!” Ahuizotl screamed. “The Band of Alianza’s power is eternal!” 



Daring Do pushed back against the altar with all four hooves. The dissected ropes fell away with ease as she shot into the sky. Yanking back the veil dangling across the brim of her pith helmet, she shouted down at the monster, “The magic of the ring doesn’t work like that!”



“Especially when you lose sight of the prize!” High Adventure swung around, taking up position next to Daring.



“We’ll see about that!” Ahuizotl’s tail snapped to the fore. A red-velvet pillow sat empty in his grasp. “What? No!”



“Looking for this?” High Adventure held out a hoof. A radiant band of gold meshed with the fur encircling his fetlock.



Ahuizotl’s growl split the sky like thunder. “Curse you, Daring Do, and… whoever you are!” 



“High Adventure!” he shouted with a jaunty laugh to seal the retort. 



With a twist of his wing, he did his best to kneel in midair. Presenting the treasure, he gazed into Daring’s eyes. “Miss Daring Do, I’ve read all of your books, and I would be honored if you would accept this ring as a token of my affection.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Will you marry me?”



Daring blushed, a sudden warmth filling her body. “But, we’ve just met. I hardly know you.”



“Life is an open book, my love, and I want to write all the coming chapters with you by my side.” The golden stallion tossed his mane and warmed a ruggedly handsome grin. “Adventure is waiting. Will you answer the call?”



Daring glanced away, peering down at her foe. Ahuizotl’s cries rang like the cooing of a dove against the beating of her heart. She took a deep breath and locked eyes on Adventure with a bold and courageous stare. “I’m all in!”



A ring slid onto her pastern, and she threw herself against the stallion. Tails intertwined as they locked muzzles, spinning into a cloud-rending kiss.



Coming up for air, Daring arched her neck. Her mane stood on end with a tingle riding down her spine. “Let’s go get to writing that book.”



Ahuizotl shook his fist in vain as the couple flew off toward the setting sun and the start of a new life, together.



The End…?









“Rainbow!” The cloud door burst open, and Twilight came to a stop at the foot of Rainbow Dash’s bed. “Have you seen the new Daring Do book?”



Rainbow Dash lowered her hooves and nodded her head. “Yeah… I just finished my second read-through. It’s kind of weird how she made it a romance novel.”



Twilight held up her copy in her left forehoof while furiously pointing at it with her right. “You know what this means, right?” 



“Yep.” Rainbow sighed and tossed her copy on the cloud table. “It means I owe her a wedding present.”
      

      
   
      Smart Excuses


      

      
      
         “Wait, I forgot my bags in the library!” said Sweetie Belle, coming to a halt.



“It’s those silly disguises,” said Scootaloo. “We worry so much somepony will see how ridiculous we are we forget everything else.”



“We’ll go ahead and prepare the clubhouse then,” said Apple Bloom.



With a nod, Sweetie Belle turned back, galloping to the library. In a jiff she was at the door, and knocked once. Then a second, and a third time..



“Anypony home?” she said as she slowly opened the door, before tiptoeing inside. From the table her saddlebags beckoned her; she decided to just take them, and later tell Twilight she only entered uninvited to get them…



A series of bumps coming from the second floor derailed Sweetie’s train of thought, making her eyebrows rise and her ears perk. Soon she could also hear voices, indistinct through the second story floor. While she pulled her saddlebags under her disguise, she looked from the outside door to the stairs up. Finally, curiosity winning over prudence, she traipsed up the stairs, stopping a hooflength from the second floor door.



“Can you be the teacher?” The voice sounded like…



“Of course, what did you expect, Spike? That I would be a nurse?” This voice was certainly Twilight’s, with a hint of giggles Sweetie wasn’t used to hear in her voice.



“Just checking. Can we start?”



“I’m ready whenever you are, my student,” said Twilight, her voice dripping honey.



“Great! What will you teach today, professor Twilight?”



“Anything you want. How about a trip to heaven?”



“Sure. We can use this then. But,” Spike’s voice quivered a little, “isn’t it too big?”



“The bigger the better. Though,” Twilight paused, whimsical,  “we need to prepare it before.”



“How do I do that, professor? I never did it before.”



“Come on, it’s easy. You just have to be gentle. See,” said Twilight, her voice smooth as silk, “you just have to slide it slowly…”



“It’s all in!” came a yell in Spike’s voice, making sweetie stumble back and fall seated a few steps down the stair.



Loud bumps, and the sound of something heavy being dragged, came from the other side of the door. Sweetie backstepped but, failing to account for the curve of the stairs, bumped into the wall just as the door creaked open.



“Who…” Behind a somber pair of glasses, Twilight’s eyes narrowed. “Sweetie Belle?”



“I can explain!” Sweetie Belle lifted her head, noticing, besides the glasses, that Twilight had set her mane into a bun, though it was now slightly frazzled in a way that would drive Rarity up the walls. Curiosity lighted inside her eyes. “What are you doing?”



“Well… I… We…”



“Twilight was showing me what she had planned for the next Twilight Time with you guys,” said Spike, opening the door fully and pointing to the telescope inside. “She just taught me how to fix the telescope.”



“Assemble,” said Twilight mechanically.



“Really?” said Sweetie Belle, her head tilting a bit, “It sounded like you were playing.”



“Learning is fun?” said Twilight in the middle of a dry laugh.



“But this is really fun! I bet Scootaloo will love learning how to assemble it, and looking at the stars is more fun than it looks!”



Twilight’s smile softened and spread to her eyes, as she nodded towards Spike and took over from her number one assistant. “It was going to be a surprise, but since you found out… How about a special Twilight Hour tomorrow night, just after moonrise?”



“Yeah! I can’t wait to tell Scootaloo and Apple Bloom! Thank you, Twilight!” said the filly, already racing down the stairs.








“Great save, Spike. And you are right, it will be a lot of fun teaching them astronomy. Hey, want to come too?”



“You betcha! Oh, and thank you for not telling her,” said Spike blushing.



“Well, it was you that solved it. I just got stuck, like…”



“Like when you forgot your report?” said Spike, filling Twilight’s pause.



“Yes,” said Twilight cringing, remembering the trouble she caused with her doll. “But it’s the last time I help you cover this, Spike. If you want to play school with Smarty Pants, why on heavens don’t you just go play with Sweetie and her friends?” A doll-sized schoolhouse floated from behind Twilight’s desk in her purple magical aura, soon joined by Smarty Pants, rising from his hiding place atop the telescope’s main lens.



“No way, I can’t tell them! I have my dragon pride!”
      

      
   
      Good Thing She's So Disorganized


      

      
      
         An extradimensional space surrounded by doors that all read "NI"? Not the greatest gag I've ever seen, but it does have a certain charm. Or it did, anyway. Ha ha, very funny. Joke's over. I would like to go home now.



Yes, I've tried opening them. You can't go out from in doors. That's the whole point! Snapping the old eagle talon hasn't helped much, either. I can barely conjure rats made from gravy whisks, let alone whisk myself away from this place.



What a place this is: flat, drab and grey. I had far better fever-dreams when I was locked in stone for a millennium. The least they could have done was give me complimentary peanuts!



Were I anyone else, I would likely be panicking at this point, but I am the Lord of Chaos. I do not panic. Worry? Perhaps. Suffer anxiety? Once in a great while. But I am not afraid. It is merely the time for swift, decisive action.



And who better for decisive, destruction action than my dear pony friends?



So, what would Twilight Sparkle do? Probably find a book or something. No, I can't make one of those either. I wonder if I could... ah-ha, there we are! I cannot make, but I can summon! And it's... 101 Sewing Techniques by Stitched Piece. Wonderful. A treatise more apropos to my predicament could not have been penned by mortal pony.



At least it tastes all right.



I pull one of the doors, hoping to avoid the classic blunder. No, no, they're in doors, I've already gone over this. Just, you know, making sure.



What else could I summon? There has to be something out there that could help me. A sewing needle? If only I knew how to pick locks. Certainly not a skill all-powerful spirits are known to cultivate. Let's try again. Scissors? Only if I feel the overwhelming need to trim my nails. A bolt of cloth? Cerulean was never my shade. Thread? All right, this is getting ridiculous. I'm sensing a pattern here, and I don't mean a sewing pattern!



I mean... It is a sewing pattern. A pattern of sewing, but not a...



No, no, keep it together, Discord. It's just a simple contradiction. This is not going to get to you. All you have to do is think, like Twilight Sparkle. Or is that Rainbow Dash? One of those blasted ponies is good at thinking, aren't they? Am I?



Sewing patterns, patterns of sewing, in doors indoors, it's not making any sense! What fun is there in making sense? None! And this isn't any fun! If everything's a contradiction, how can I even be here? There's no out, only in, I have to become the in if I'm going to get out!



Let me out!



Help me!



Please.



I can't breathe.



Everything tastes like...



...Fabric...








"Rarity, have you seen Discord?"



Rarity turned at the sound of the bell, smiling at Fluttershy.



"Why of course, dear. He came by this morning, saying something about wishing to be a better friend." She flipped her mane. "In the spirit of friendshp, I decided to take him up on the request, however odd, and showed him my inspiration room. I thought he might appreciate the chaos that tends to happen there. I suppose he did, as he's been quiet ever since."



"Oh dear." Fluttershy's head drooped. "But Rarity, you always say your inspiration room is organized chaos."



There was a long pause. They stared at each other. As one, they dashed up the stairs.



They found Discord lying in a pool of his own saliva, babbling about fishes and cream.



"Oh dear," Fluttershy said, gathering him up as best she could. "You poor thing! I'll get you home right away to see the parrots." Turning to Rarity, she added, "Listening to them talk calms him."



"Fluttershy, I'm ever so sorry!" Rarity, stricken, clung to the door frame. "I had no idea this would happen!"



"It's all right, Rarity. I'm sure he's learned his lesson about organizing."



And with that, Fluttershy, an entire comatose draconequus coiled on her back, waddled downstairs and out of Carousel Boutique.
      

      
   
      Fun in the Everfree


      

      
      
         “It’s gaining on us!” Sweetie Belle exclaims, looking ahead once more.



“We know, Sweetie Belle, run faster!” Scootaloo replies, trying to lead the Crusaders away from the manticore.



The manticore roars, and the girls scream as they try and run even faster away from the beast.



“Hey girls, Ah think Ah see something!” Apple Bloom yells, “Ah think it might be too small for the manticore! Follow me!” She pulls in front of Scootaloo and leads them all into a small crevice in a cliff that’s too narrow for the manticore.



“I think… we’re safe… for now…” Scootaloo says, trying to catch her breath.



“Yeah, but… the manticore’s still waiting around out there,” Apple Bloom says, looking at the manticore, scratching at the stone crevice the girls are hiding in.



“Can’t we just wait for it to go away?” Sweetie Belle asks, “I mean, it’s bound to get tired eventually, right?”



Apple Bloom shakes her head, “It won’t work. Manticores can wait for days for a good meal, and three fillies is too good to pass up.”



“So, we’re stuck here until the manticore leaves, which could take days,” Scootaloo says.



Apple Bloom sighs, “Yeah. Ah’m sorry girls, this is all my fault,” she says, slumping down to the ground.



“For trying to get an awesome potion-brewing cutie mark? Nah, I’m not buying it,” Scootaloo says, walking over to Apple Bloom.



“Yeah, you didn't know there was going to be a manticore on the way to Zecora's! If anything, it was my fault for waking it up by stepping on that stick!” Sweetie Belle says.



“Your fault?” Scootaloo asks, “I’m the one that lead us the wrong way into the forest! It’s my fault!”



“No, it’s my fault!”



“It’s my fault!”



“My fault!”



“My-”



“Girls!” Apple Bloom shouts, “Thanks. But you still don’t have an arguing cutie mark,” she smirks.



All three share a giggle.



“...So, what do we do now?” Sweetie Belle asks.



“We just… wait, Ah guess.”



“...”



“...”



“...”



“...I’m bored,” Scootaloo says, “Can we make this go any faster?”



“...We could try throwing rocks at the manticore, make it go away?” Sweetie suggests.



“Nah, that’ll just make it angry,” Apple Bloom replies.



“But if we throw enough rocks, maybe it’ll think we’re not worth it,” says Scootaloo.



“Maybe-” 



Suddenly, the manticore roars, before turning and running away.



“You’re safe now girls, the coast is clear. The manticore has fled in fear.”



“Zecora!?” The girls shout, before running to the entrance of the crevice.



“But how?” Apple Bloom asked, “And what’s that stink?” she said, covering her nose with a hoof.



“The answer to both is one and the same: A dragon’s sweat is the smell you should blame,” Zecora says, “Now quickly, this way, before it comes back: Once it finds out the truth, it will surely attack.”



The three fillies nod, following Zecora back to her hut. Once they arrive, everyone breathes a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness that you all are fine. Now tell me, have you lost your minds? You wander into Everfree, and think that it will leave you be? Just what could have possessed you so, that you would try this on your own?”



The trio share a glance between each other.



“Well, Ah wanted to ask you about gettin’ a potion-brewing cutie mark, but-” Apple Bloom starts.



“Then there was a manticore blocking the path. So I was leading us around it-” Scootaloo continues.



“But I stepped on a stick and woke it up, so it started chasing us, and-” Sweetie Belle interjects.



“I started leading us away, but I didn't know where I was going, so I just kept running-” Scootaloo interrupts.



“And then Ah saw a hole in a cliff, we went in, and then you found us. How did ya find us, anyway?” Apple Bloom concludes, tilting her head slightly.



Zecora looks between the three fillies, sighs, then says, “At first I heard a mighty roar, that could only be from a manticore. Then I heard you fillies scream, and that definitely startled me. I went and fetched some dragon sweat, a scent the manticore doesn’t forget. Broken branches made an easy track: That manticore does not hold back. The dragon sweat gave it a scare: It probably went back to its lair. Now come on, let me get you home: I’m sure your sisters won’t like where you have roamed.”



At that, all color drains from the trio’s faces. “We are so doomed,” they complain.
      

      
   
      Empty


      

      
      
         There were one thousand five hundred forty two registered citizens living in Ponyville. At the moment, Twilight Sparkle could account for exactly one of them.



When she woke up this morning (behind schedule!) there was no Spike to greet her with a cup of coffee and the day’s itinerary. He was nowhere to be found in the crystal palace. Odd, but not unheard of. She thought perhaps she recalled some special event today that might have called him away, but her sleep-addled brain, deprived of caffeine and proper scheduling refused to fill in the blank. And after all, Spike was prone to flitting off to assist Rarity with no notice. So Twilight, while miffed, was not alarmed.



She did become alarmed, though, when she made her way into town to find it deserted. Her normal route into town brought her first past the schoolhouse, where no fillies and colts played. When she entered the town proper, no ponies milled about the market, searching for deals from unstaffed stalls.



At first, it was a mildly alarming curiosity. Twilight peeked into houses and shop windows, assuming ponies to be hiding from her in some large, organized prank. She knew if she looked hard enough, she’d find somepony and the game would be up. Rainbow Dash would pop out and bray in laughter, Twilight would concede a job well done, and then everypony would laugh together.



Except she couldn’t find a single pony anywhere in town. As Twilight made her way into the town square, it seemed as if everypony had just… disappeared. Shelves were partially stocked. At Sugarcube corner, fresh-baked bread sat on the cooling racks, still hot. Important papers sat scattered around the mayor’s desk willy nilly, half sorted. (Until Twilight organized them.)



What started off as a game of hide and seek, became a desperate search for somepony, anypony left in the town. Twilight dashed street to street, calling out in desperation. She received no replies. She took to the sky for an aerial view, but she could see no movement. She wanted to contact Princess Celestia, but of course, no Spike. She tried a sending spell of her own, but received no response.



Had some disaster befallen the town? There was no sign of physical damage. Not even of a struggle. Why was everypony just… gone?



Carousel Boutique: empty. Sweet Apple Acres: abandoned. Fluttershy’s cottage: not even a solitary squirrel. Panic set it. Twilight began to imagine things. Hear things.



“Fifteen forty… Fifteen forty...” It was distant, on the wind. Wait, that wasn’t an auditory hallucination.



 “Fifteen forty. Fifteen forty.” Twilight followed the sound. It was coming from the direction of the palace.

 “Fifteen forty! Fifteen forty!” When her crystal castle came into view, finally, a beautiful sight. Another pony. There, bouncing back and forth in front of the door, chanting to herself, “Fifteen forty! Fifteen forty!” 



Twilight landed in front of her. “Pinkie! I’m so glad to see you! What’s happened!? Where is everypony!?”



Pinkie grinned at her. “‘Bout time! Go inside, silly!”



Twilight, simply relieved at finally having some contact with another pony, obeyed.



“Fifteen forty one!” Pinkie chirped, and followed her friend inside. “Aaaand fifteen forty two! Everypony’s in!” she cheered as she bounced beneath a banner that read, “Suprise! Happy Birthday, Twilight!”
      

      
   
      Commitment


      

      
      
         Within the temporarily commandeered Crusader clubhouse, four foals were discussing important commitments.



“Alright, it’s time to draw up the votes, who are we going to commit to?” Archer had taken it upon herself to open the meeting.



“I think Celestia cause she raises the sun,” Cotton Cloudy contributed. She smiled at the image.



“Yeah, but I reckon Luna could do that too.” Aura was doodling on a sheet of paper.



“Naw, that’s no fun you guys, what about Twilight? She new but she could totally rock the scene.”



“Por que no los tres?”



“No. Listen everypony, if we’re going to commit to becoming a henchpony, we really need a clear allegiance. Can’t have anypony dashing around working for random pony overlords, it doesn’t work that way.”



“What about… a villain?”



The room went silent. All eyes were on the shy colt that had spoken up. He grew nervous under the stares of his compatriots.



“I mean, wouldn’t it be cool to become an actual henchpony?”



“That’s… not a bad idea actually. Good work, Pip.”



“So what would be your choice of villain?”



“Oh! Me, pick me!”



“Yes, Aura?”



“Totally Nightmare Moon, she’s soooo cold, but she’s got a powerful voice. Also, she should make a band.”



“A band?”



“Yeah, a band, with her voice she wouldn’t even need speakers! Instant fans and adoration, my big brother says you can be an a rock band and nopony will care if you do bad stuff.”



“That… makes a surprising amount of sense.”



“Doesn’t it?!”



“Okay, anypony else want to take a stab at this?” Archer offered.



“Chrysalis?” Pip threw out.



Aura giggled, holding a hoof to her muzzle. “Nah she bugs me. I ant gonna do it, she’s not lice.”



“…You were really saving up those bug jokes weren’t you?”



“It’s the lesser of two weevils.”



Pip sighed. “Anypony else?”



“I like Discord,” Cotton Cloud whispered quietly.



Aura squealed. “Oooh, good choice, I was gonna pick him too!” She jumped up and pointed out the window. “Discord’s at Fluttershy’s cottage right now isn’t he? We can see him now!”



“Hold on, wait up, WAIT UP!”



“Discord isn’t a villain anymore right?”



“Aww, spoilsport. C’mon Archer, no one likes a stick in the mud.”



“Oh alright, but he’s reformed remember? He’s not a proper villain.”



“Why I’m deeply disappointed in you all for saying that.”



The four foals froze on the spot as they slowly turned around to regard the draconequus gently levitating behind them, sporting a cocky grin.



Archer was the first to speak. “We’re looking to become henchponies, but we’re not sure you’re evil enough,” she said nervously.



Discord looked a little offended at that. “I’m plenty evil and villainous, don’t you worry your pretty little heads about it.” He summoned puppet ponies which he made to dance around. “I’m manipulative and sinister,” he argued, his eyes turning into feral cat’s eyes and his fangs lengthening.



Archer backed away, but Pipsqueak wasn’t as easily impressed.



“So you’re going to take over the world?” he asked innocently.



Taken aback, Discord merely shook his head. 



“Hmm, no.”



“You’re going to cause widespread chaos and madness?”



“Tempting, but no.”



“You’re going to trap the Royal Sisters in an evil conspiracy that will threaten all of Equestria in which Twilight and her friends will have to overcome some problem in friendship in order to save the day?”



“Yes, wait how do you know that– I mean no! Nevermind! I’m plenty evil, I just didn’t want you foals to forget it!”



Aura spoke up. “Aww, but so far you’ve just been saying you’re evil and you haven’t been doing anything evil. If you’re going to be evil, you gotta mean what you say. Go all the way!”



“I can show I’m evil, I can roll the dice, take a gamble, go all in!” The draconequus summoned a poker table and cards, he revealed a royal straight flush from his hands.



Archer had a cocky grin plastered over her face.



“Prove it!”



Discord snapped his claws.



“You’ve asked for it!” he growled.



Applejack opened the Cutie Mark Crusader’s clubhouse, her jaw dropping at the ridiculous sight.



“Wha’ in tarnation is goin’ on here?!” she yelled.



Discord froze guiltily over the crank that he was preparing to slowly turn to lower the four foals into the boiling hot chocolate cauldron.



“I know this looks bad, but I can explain, all in two words,” he said.



“Ah’m waitin’,” Applejack seethed tapping a hoof.



“Peer pressure?”



“DISCORD!”
      

      
   
      Breaking Bones


      

      
      
         “Two aces and three kings,” Sombra said with a satisfied smirk on his face, sliding his cards on the table for all desperate eyes to see. He couldn’t help but chuckle as loud as his lungs could manage from the sounds of all the disgruntled groans around him, followed soon with curses and cards being thrown all across the table.





Sombra collected his winnings of several dozen golden doubloons and rubies from the occupants around him, all of which were horrifying demons and the odd deceased lawyer or two. That’s the type of crowd you draw when you play poker in the endless dark abyss of the netherworlds.





“Ante up, boys, I’m feeling lucky today! I knew my winning streak would improve after a couple of centuries!” Sombra clapped his hooves together, smiling a devious grin while licking his lips at the sight of all the more winnings he could acquire: diamonds and crystals and magical swords of immeasurable power, oh yes, they’d all be his.





“You should think about quitting while you’re still ahead, chum. Winning streaks don’t last often ‘round this parts,” the dealer said, flicking him a new duo of cards. The dealer’s eyes--or rather the twin incredibly dark pearls that sucked out all light, hope, and happiness within the vicinity--focused on Sombra with a frown. “Unless of course you think you’re lucky.”





Sombra didn’t even flip over his cards yet, instead absently fiddling with one of the many towers of gold stacked around him like armrests for a throne. “Lucky? I was born lucky. I’m a king, ruler of an entire nation, and at the moment, immensely wealthy. Sure, I was thrown into a deep, dark abyss for an undisclosed amount of time.” Sombra’s winning smile skipped a beat and frowned for a mere moment. “Then I kinda dragged my entire country down with me.” Now a grimace was overtaking his lips. “And, of course, I’ve been playing poker with a bunch of demonic freaks and eldritch abominations for who knows how long.” Sombra laughed, his smirk now back and bigger than ever. “And I’m winning for once! If that isn’t luck, I don’t know what is!”





The dealer grunted, a trail of brimstone smoke puffing out of his nostrils. “I call it dementia.”





“What was that?”





“Nothing. You in or what?”





Sombra leaned down close and flipped over his cards for the quickest of moments, a sinister and incredibly creepy giggle leaving his lips while his eyes glinted with glee. “Oh yes, I do believe I’m in.” Sombra pushed forward his entire pile of winnings. “All in.”





Cries of woe and calls of ‘dirty, dirty cheater’ could be heard all around as the various monsters, abominations, demonic figures, and ghostly lawyers threw their cards on the table. All except for one.





“So, Discord, it looks like it’s come down to this,” Sombra said. “You keep on sneaking out of your stone prison just to lose?”





Discord tipped his fedora, his eyes glowering with dubious intentions in the shadows. “Nah. I came to win. Flip ‘em up.”





Sombra showcased his cards. “Read ‘em and weep, boys. Two queens, otherwise known as an Equestrian government. Ha!”





“Two kings,” Discord said, throwing his cards on the table and laughing. He pointed both fingers at Sombra and made a ‘pew, pew’ noise. “Otherwise known as cowboys! Looks like your luck is over, partner! Ahahahaha!”





“Noooooooooooooooo!” Sombra bemoaned, watching his beautiful prize of winnings dragged away. “My money! I could have bought so many things with that!” Sombra looked around at the never ending darkness and gloom that surrounded him. “Or at least have felt better about myself.”





“Well, then you ain’t gonna feel good about this,” the dealer said, before wrapping a meaty fist around Sombra’s neck and bringing him in close. “Those winnings were supposed to pay off your tab for the past millennium. Now how you planning to not get your knees broken?”





Tapping at the meaty fist repeatedly so he could breathe, Sombra gulped in a large breath of air before he sputtered, “Wait! I know how to get you the money!” Sombra gulped. “Do you take giant crystal hearts as payment?”





“Yeah, sure.”





Sombra smirked, a little blue around the edges. “Then I have the perfect idea. To pay you back. Without breaking my knees.”





“You better,” the dealer said, releasing his grip. “Or else I’ll break every bone in your body.”





Sombra rolled his eyes. “Pfft. Yeah, sure.”
      

      
   
      Or Best Offer


      

      
      
         “And how much am I bid for this fine example?” Carrot Top said, leaning over her podium. She pointed her gavel at Bulk Biceps and flicked her eyebrows up and down.



“Yeah!” he shouted.



“We’ll open the bidding at twenty bits.” A hoof soon raised, and Carrot Top went up two bits at a time, to the right, to the left, and back again. And when the rapid-fire talking had ended…



“Sold! For forty-two bits, to Fluttershy!”



Fluttershy trotted to the stage and beamed up at Biceps. “I thought we could go to the botanical gardens. All the cherry blossoms should be blooming tomorrow!”



He did a little dance on the tips of his hooves. “Ooh, flowers!”



Derpy had to laugh. Ever since they’d spent time together on Ponyville’s team for the Equestria Games, the whole group had gotten closer. Most of them, that is—everypony already seemed to like Rainbow Dash, anyway. But Bulk Biceps and Fluttershy had gotten to be good friends, and despite what anypony else might think, they could have a little fun without it meaning any more than that. Besides, it was for charity.



“Next, in our junior division,” Carrot Top called out, “Spike the dragon!”



Derpy giggled at the fillies whispering to each other. Kids. They didn’t know. Twilight would have given Spike some money for a fun little activity, and the girls were more interested in the ice cream or trip to the arcade that might buy than actually being there with Spike, but then Spike cared more about that, too, so good for them. Heh. Even Dinky had thought about spending two weeks’ allowance for the chance to dress up and go to Hay Burger just for the fun of it.



“We’ll start at a quarter-bit!”



Within a couple of minutes, Sweetie Belle had won for two and a half bits, and she went up front to claim her prize, jabbering about what movies were playing this week. So cute. Back when things were simpler.



Derpy let out a sigh, but her ears perked up when she saw the next bachelor stride out on stage. Well, not exactly stride—more like get shoved out on stage.



Carrot Top winked at the crowd. “Big Macintosh! I think we can start at forty—”



“Forty!” Cheerilee shouted.



“Forty-five!” countered Junebug.



Carrot Top didn’t have to do anything. The crowd took over for her, jockeying back and forth five bits at a time, sometimes ten. At least four mares put in bids, but Derpy couldn’t keep track. She’d broken out in a sweat, and she pulled her wallet out to look at the scrap of paper with her checking balance scrawled on it.



With one last glance at her shred of possibilities, Derpy squeezed her eyes shut. “Two hundred twenty-eight,” she said. Quietly, but not so soft that Carrot Top couldn’t hear. A breach of etiquette at only going up three bits, but to be honest, she’d have to dig through the couch to find the loose change that would make the full increment.



She didn’t dare look, but she didn’t hear anypony else, either. Then the gavel banged, and she opened her eyes, and everypony near her patted her on the shoulder and smiled. Did she… did she win? She didn’t know. Big Mac walked off the stage, and she didn’t follow. She didn’t know.








Derpy spread out a blanket in the park and unpacked a basket of simple daisy sandwiches. “I’m sorry,” she said to Big Mac, and he wrinkled his brow. “I can’t afford… I spent it all on… never mind.” Just a lark. What was she even doing?



She hung her head and took one of the carrot sticks out of the paper bag. A gasp sounded next to her, followed by a low chuckle. Then Big Mac powered through two sandwiches. When Derpy looked up, he’d pulled a slip of paper out from under his collar.



“Um,” he said with a blush, “seems we had the same idea. But then you went and took yourself out o’ the auction after winnin’ me, and…” He tore up the paper and grinned.



What? Her legs trembled, and she couldn’t… couldn’t breathe… Her head started swimming, but… the good kind. If it was true.



A warm foreleg settled over her withers, and after a minute, the sparkles faded from her vision. “Tell you what. Tomorrow, dinner’s my treat,” he said.



She nodded and grinned and shook and—and even cried… the good kind. “I’d love to.”
      

      
   
      Battle Cry


      

      
      
         Chrysalis glares at me, menace in her eyes, “What did you say to me, drone?”



The hive buzzed with excitement, for the Queen had planned a speaking today, the first in quite a while. Many younger drones did a few twirls in the air with giddy anticipation while the elders barked at them to stop in raspy tones. As I made my way over to the speaking hall, I couldn't help but give my wings an extra buzz as well. Whatever it was our Queen was going to say, it was going to be important, that was for sure.



My body shrinks back as I instinctively start to go into a more submissive position. Chrysalis is angry, no doubt, but what can I say to appease her?



I found an empty seat next to some drones who seemed to be roughly my age. They issued a gruff hello before turning back to one another and mumbling about this and that. I simply stared ahead, anxious for the speech to start.



“W-Well, you see, my Queen-” I begin to speak, but get cut off by an hoof slamming down mere inches from my quivering body. The drones who stayed next to me out of curiosity quickly flee the scene. 



Just as the changelings next to me started to raise their voices, a guard flew up to the large white pillar in the center of the room. Taking a deep breath, he let out an ear shattering screech which echoed across the circular room. Any changeling talking was immediately silenced and soon obediently sitting still in their seat. The guard held a smirk before clearing his throat once more and announcing the Queen’s arrival.



Chrysalis sneers, “Oh, I’m sure you have a lovely explanation, but do you really think I want to hear it now?” She beckons to the nearby guards, “Take him to a cell!”



The crowd stamped their hooves, whistling as Queen Chrysalis makes her grand entrance. She basks in the praise of the crowd, her face contorting into one of pleasure, with a satisfied grin covering her face as the applause died down. “My little changelings,” her voice cooed, “I have a little surprise for you…”



Two of the more muscled guards slam into me, crushing my lungs and assuring that no part of my body is left open for a wild punch or kick. Not that I would think to do that in the first place; the chitin armor on the two would more likely break my hoof then leave either unconscious. Throughout my rising panic, I desperately try to choke out a response, but to no avail. Chrysalis is already flying away, quickly giving more orders to the other guards before retreating up above in her special chamber. I have missed my chance to tell her, and for that I will pay dearly.



The entire crowd is in awe, a full-scale invasion of Canterlot? Many tales of attempts at city wide invasions have been passed down from elders, but none have seemed as grand as the one Chrysalis was presenting. My fellow drones lick their lips at the thought of such a love feast, and it’s hard to deny the temptation of such a multitude of emotions.



But, as I sat in my seat, a rare feeling of uncertainty washed over me. Not even my fake cheers could quiet my rising dread.



A cold, dark cell is now where I sleep. The room is just big enough for me to pace in, and no bigger. Expect for a small slot at the top of the locked door, I am completely cut off from the rest of the hive. It has been two weeks since that day, and I’m certain that I won’t be leaving here anytime soon. 



I hear hoofsteps.



”So who’s with me?” Chrysalis beckons towards the crowd. “Celestia will never see it coming, and neither will the rest of Equestria!” At that they erupted into a wild cacophony of shrieks, cries, and other various sounds that voiced the general feeling of battle. All except for one foolish changeling.



That changeling said “No.”



“I’m giving you one last chance,” Chrysalis hissed at me through the tiny slot. “Join me and the rest of the army in the invasion, or die.”



I look her straight in the eye.



“I’m in.”
      

      
   
      Anything and Everything


      

      
      
         Ponyville was gone. In its place, a squirming, shapeless mass bubbled and heaved. Mottled in a number of colors that shouldn’t have existed, it propagated itself like a time-lapsed slime mold, spreading over ever more of the countryside. The town’s occupants had been evacuated. Three princesses had not been so lucky.



Floating above the ruins, the last alicorn and the only draconequus discussed their tactics.



“We know my powers can’t alter it,” said Discord, “and flashy energy blasts aren’t my style.”



Twilight didn’t look away from the great blob, eyes narrowed in thought. “As long as you introduce a massive influx of chaos magic at the same moment as when my spell hits, that should stop it.”



Discord hummed to himself. “I’m normally all for uncertainty, but I’m not sure I like relying on a ‘should’ here. Can’t you and the girls throw that glitzy Rainbow Power of yours at it?”



“We tried that.” Twilight pointed a hoof at a few crystalline branches poking out of the ooze.



“Ah. Well.” Discord cracked his neck. It took a few seconds for him to get all of it. “Then fire at will, or whatever it is we’re calling this mess.”



Twilight closed her eyes. “On my mark.” Her horn glowed, rapidly brightening. When light was streaming out through her eyelids and her horn was encased in a pillar of magic taller than her, she shouted, “NOW!”



Discord still waited. Not out of hesitation, but to give the enormous beam time to reach the blob. Just as Twilight’s spell first brushed against its target, he clapped his paw and talon together.



The beam made contact and light twisted around the ooze kaleidoscopically. There was a deafening, bone-shaking groan, like the scream of reality itself.



Twilight swayed about the sky, scrambling onto a cloud and sinking halfway through before her body decided it was solid. She gasped out, “Did it work?”



Discord sat by her, taking in the sight and working the cramps out of his wrists. The light had returned to normal, and huge bubbles had formed along the mass’s entire breadth. They burst as one and didn’t close, gasses escaping with a sound like a dozen dragons’ flatulence. “Congratulations, Twilight!” He raised his voice over the din, halfway to shouting. “We’ve made the world’s largest whoopie cushion!”



A few more seconds, and the town-eating menace ran out of gas, limp as an uncooked pizza tossed over the town. Twilight leaned over the edge of the cloud, taking it in. “It worked. I really wasn’t sure.”



Discord nodded, frowning. “It’s dead, then?”



“I’m not sure if it was ever alive.”



“Well, that’s good. I hate killing things, especially interesting things.”



Twilight glared at him. “It would’ve overrun all of Equestria.”



Discord smiled back at her.  “Right, interesting. Granted, I've come to appreciate how that would be problematic for the pony population, but still.”



Twilight just grumbled and plopped her chin back on the cloud. “What did you do to it, anyway?”



“Not to it, just the space it occupied. For that, I made pi equal five for a split second.” Discord winced as he moved his lion paw from side to side. “Not easy, even for me, but you never said how massive an influx you needed.”



“Well, it worked. Can you get the other princesses out of there?”



Discord fell back onto the cloud. “In a few minutes. They’ll be fine. Not even Lovebutt actually needs to breathe.”



“Discord…”



“Well, she doesn’t. How did this happen, anyway? I wasn’t here for that bit.”
In a tent in the evacuation camp, Rarity, Rainbow Dash, and Applejack glared down at the Cutie Mark Crusaders. “And what have we learned, girls?” asked Rarity.



“If I’m not sure what the recipe calls for,” said Sweetie Belle, “don’t add everything in the kitchen.”



“And?” said Applejack.



“Don’t add any potions either, especially not just to see what happens,” added Apple Bloom.



Dash crossed her forelegs, hovering above them. “And?”



“Liquid rainbow is not a toy,” said Scootaloo.



Just outside the tent, Spike belched out a scroll. He grabbed and unrolled it, nearly tearing it. “We did it,” he read. “They did it!”



Everypony nearby cheered. Several trotted through the camp, spreading the news. Only Pinkie Pie, still weeping into Fluttershy’s shoulder, wasn't cheering.



“It’s okay, Pinkie,” said Fluttershy, stroking her friend’s mane. “They’ll clean it all up, just you wait and see.”



“It tasted terrible, Fluttershy. It tasted terrible!”
      

      
   
      The Battle For Everypony's Souls


      

      
      
         Twilight coughed, the ringing in her ears slowly fading to a dull tinnitus. She opened her eyes, the glow of low flames and a smoky haze still filling her vision. Bit by bit she forced her body to move, to get her back up on her hooves.



“I’m not… dead… yet,” Twilight growled, focusing what little remained of her energy as she lit up her horn.



Across the ravaged wasteland in which she fought, she could see the scattered forms of her friends strewn across the ground. They had all fought so hard to get here. They weren’t dead yet, but she was now the only thing standing in the way of that.



“Why do you still struggle?” the booming voice of her enemy thundered in her mind. “It is futile. This world will end in darkness. It is the collective wish of all of ponykind and cannot be stopped.”



Twilight began to walk forward, her legs threatening to give out underneath her. “It’s not my wish. Even if you do destroy the world, I will never stop fighting to keep the spark of friendship alive.”



The swirling maelstrom of darkness that now made up the sky focused its ethereal gaze upon her and slowly began to creep downwards. “So be it. You cannot win.”



“I cannot lose.”



Twilight felt its overwhelming willpower press down on her, and she knew her words were empty, but she had to fill them with something. Everypony was counting on her. Her friends…



Her friends. Twilight felt a pulse, a tug in her heart. Friendship had a power of its own, and she had known that for a long time. Even working together with all of their might, they hadn’t been able to stem the tides of darkness. But their wills, their strength, their bonds… She still carried them with her.



Rainbow Dash. Fluttershy. Applejack. Rarity. Pinkie Pie. Spike. They had all fought alongside her, following her lead, even into danger. They had been willing to give up their lives, but they had all worked hard to make sure it wouldn’t come to that.



And there was everyone else who had helped her along the way. Celestia. Luna. Cadance. Shining Armor. Her Mother and Father. Big Macintosh. Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo. Maud Pie. Lyra, Bon Bon, Octavia, Vinyl Scratch, Derpy, and so many more. Their friends, their families, had all done their best to support them along their way, and in turn they had entrusted them with their hopes, their dreams and their futures.



Warmth began to spread through her, numbing the aches and pains of her broken body, filling her with renewed spirit. Yes, friendship had a power of its own. It wasn’t enough to win normally, but...



She knew what had to be done.



The light from Twilight’s horn began to spread downwards, across her head, down her neck, until her entire body was alight with a pale purple luminescence. Motes of light began to drift from her skin, and dust was kicked up in waves as wind picked up around her.



“Thank you for everything, everypony,” Twilight said, walking towards the darkness. “I’m sorry it had to be like this.”



Rainbow Dash groaned, opening her eyes. “Twilight…?” she mumbled.



Twilight continued walking forward and Rainbow Dash’s eyes snapped open fully. “Twilight! What are you doing, you—”



Rainbow Dash tried to stand, but her legs buckled beneath her and she fell. “You can’t! You promised we’d all get through this!”



Twilight turned back, smiled, then continued forward as she began to glow brighter and brighter.








Applejack tossed Rainbow Dash a bottle of cider and cracked open one of her own, sitting next to her on the hills overlooking Sweet Apple Acres.



“Sure is beautiful. Almost never thought I’d see it back to normal like this.”



Rainbow Dash took a long drink of her own and stayed silent for a minute before finally mumbling, “I still can’t believe she’s really gone.”



“Eeyup.”



They sat there in silence until the sun began to dip low on the horizon, when Rainbow Dash stood up, announcing, “I’m going to find a way to save her.”



“Dash, if you do that, that thing comes back, and it was all for nothing.”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. “There’s got to be another way. I’m going to find it, and I won’t let you stop me.”



Applejack rolled her eyes. “Stop you? Idgit. Just let me get the others, and we’ll do this together.”



“Twilight…”




      

      
   
      smAll In


      

      
      
         	I hate this dream.



	It’s always the same. It’s as if my brain is laughing at me for finally choosing to do something.



	Once again I found myself peering around the castle’s library door. Twilight was seated in her favorite chair, accompanied by a book and a mug of tea. From this vantage point I could see her eyes scanning across the lines of text, her contented smile, and the occasional flick of her tail. No pony reads like she does. To her books are like ice cream. To me they’re usually just dumbbells.



	Right on queue, she took a sip of tea and glanced my way. “Spike, did you finish reshelving the encyclopedias?”



	“Yeah. Could I… uh… I mean, I’ll be back in a little bit, okay?”



	“Okay, have fun.”



	If only she’d say something different. What I wouldn’t give for her to have spilled that stupid tea and asked me to clean it up. Instead I smiled and made a run for the front door.



	Things began so simply. My work for the day was done, and Twilight didn’t have any huge assistant-abusing projects, for once. I was so happy that day. Nervous too, but mostly happy. Reliving it in a recurring dream is completely different, and not just because I know how it all ends. Dreams are weird, and this one was no exception.



	Twilight’s castle is big. There’s no way around that. When you’re a tiny little dragon, though, Twilight herself is big, and her castle is enormous. My jaunt down the crystalline staircase shifts from mundane to surreal with every footfall. The first time I thought the steps were getting steeper, rather than the truth. Arriving at the front door, a monolith twice its normal height, clears up that misconception.



	I haven’t had to stand on my tiptoes to reach a door handle in years, at least not in real life. In this dream, though, I could just barely wrap my claws around the handle. The sound of the latch turning, the sound of my escape, felt like a minor earthquake. The world shuddered as the door creaked open and admitted a pale beam of afternoon sunlight. I was out and there was only one thing, or rather one pony, on my mind.



	Ponyville is a nice enough place. Nobody ever makes a big deal about me being a dragon, baby or otherwise. Walking down the street with a supposedly foolproof plan in my head and a fistful of bits in my hand should’ve made me feel big, like it did in real life. Instead I kept second-guessing myself, and every time I did I’d get a tiny bit smaller. Somehow this doesn’t seem to bother the ponies though, not even Rose when I approached her flower stand and knocked on the front of it.



	Rose peered over the top and looked down at me, which unfortunately meant I could see up her nose. “Hi there, Spike. Did you need something?”



	A wake up call is what I needed. “One dozen of your finest roses, please.”



	In retrospect, I’m sure her look of surprise was completely innocent. I mean, how many customers came by and asked for twelve of her namesake flower on a Tuesday afternoon? Still, I remember wondering if she thought I was serious. What does a gem-eating baby dragon need with gourmet flowers, anyway?



	I wish she’d said no. I wish she’d chased me away with a pair of hedge clippers. Instead she dropped a paper-wrapped bundle into my arms that, at my current size, felt like an extra-large sleeping bag.



	By the time I reached my destination, I was dragging a bouquet behind me and stepping around the taller blades of grass. A wooden door the size of a mountain loomed in front of me. I knocked, wondering if she’d hear me, and half-wishing she wouldn’t.



	Then Rarity was standing right there in the doorway, larger than life and just as beautiful as the day we met. It didn’t matter than I was an inch tall. I had her attention, and now was the moment I’d waited for. The moment I’ve relived every night since.



	She laughed her adorable laugh and patted me on the head. “Why, Spike, are these for me? They’re lovely.”



	I wanted to say plenty, but I didn’t need to.



	“Some day, Spike, you will make somepony very happy.”



	I love her.



	I hate this dream.
      

      
   
      Not So Lucky After All.


      

      
      
         The brown earth pony could hear the bits in his bag jingling all too merrily as he walked towards the counter.



He was a baker, and the owner of a bakery known in Canterlot simply as Grain’s. When ponies entered Grain’s, the first thing they noticed was how the owner would greet his customers. His smile and ease of temper lent and air of homeliness and simplicity to the small bakery. He was a pony who commanded respect, simply because of the steadiness and integrity with which he conducted sales.



Whole Grain knew that this was how things should be. He knew that he was a family pony, and he knew only few could rival the fierce and loyal spirit with which he wished to look after his son and wife. He also knew that he was a terrible stallion for the job.



Before Rough Grain had called himself a baker, he had been a gambler, and he had gone by a different name; Lucky Split. What a dumb name that had been, and what an unfortunate association it was now. When he baked, Rough Grain wore an apron, so that nopony could catch a glimpse of his cutie mark, and wonder if they really wanted to buy bread from a pony, whose special talent was represented simply by the image of two freely falling bits on his flank. Aside from the odd corrupt noble, only gamblers and gangsters had bits on their flanks. Bakers definitely did not.



Rough Grain’s wife had been the biggest, and also the scariest, gamble of his life. He had stolen her away from another, the day before her wedding. She had been happy with the engagement, Rough Grain was certain of that, but through near perfect courtship, or perhaps just by incredible and uncanny luck, he had managed to woo her in the last moment before the ceremony. They had run off together and started a new life. When Rough Grain had asked her, why she chose him, over the admittedly hunky guard she had been engaged too, she answered that it was because she loved him.



Love. Could it be that simple? That she loved him, and that all he needed to do was to love her back? Whole Grain thought about all the ponies around him, all the normal ponies he knew. Rough Grain had tried, he really had. He had tried so hard to be like them. For her sake, and for the foal.



The best days for him were when he could make it through without even thinking of the two little bits on his flank. When he could forget, that he was a gambler, and pretend to be a normal baker for a while. He loved making the bread, and decorating the pastries, not because making bread or decorating pastries was a fun creative challenge or anything like that. He loved it because it made him feel normal. He loved it because he could go home, hug his wife tightly, and smile at his colt, without feeling as if he was a terrible and deceitful pony for it.



The worst days were days like today. Days where he found himself standing outside the Wonderbolt’s betting track, carrying a bag heavy with bits that he knew he had no right to spend, in front of a bookie, he had no right to talk to. Days where he came home late with a sorrowful expression on his face, because he knew he had that itch, and he knew that the itch only ever got worse, unless he satisfied it. Maybe he could have fought the itch, If he hadn’t had two shining coins on his ass, reminding him that no matter how hard he tried pretending to be a baker, his destiny would always be to be a worthless good for nothing bastard, who gambled with the things that he held nearest to his heart.





The brown stallion reached the booth and glanced quickly at the charts. “Put it all on Fleet Foot” He mumbled quietly, almost apologetically, and laid the bag of bits on the counter.



The bookie, a young unicorn mare, nodded and swept the bits away. “Why don’t you go have a seat, lucky?" She asked. "The race is about to start.”
      

      
   
      All In Her Hoof


      

      
      
         In a dark room situated within a sombre castle, sequestered within a forbidding forest and surrounded by impassable swaps, mountainous terrain and features, a very bored pony toys with a crystal ball. This pony doesn’t do much in her sanctuary, she likes to laze about, but from time to time something usually piques her interest and it is usually because the crystal ball shouts at her.



To say that the ball shouts at her is a little of an overstatement. The sounds that come out may be voices, but they are certainly not directed at her, and they certainly weren’t aware of the world outside that little crystal ball. You see, the unicorn that lives in this castle had made this ball, she had crafted it a long time ago when she were a more proactive kind of pony.



She wanted to create a world. A world that expanded with her imagination. A world that was fun, and perfect, and bigger, and greater than the boring dreary walls of this small castle. A world that existed all in her tiny hooves.



Though she created a world that was perfect in her mind, it got a little boring. From time to time she put a few monsters here, perhaps a dragon there, and mixed things up a little. What fun was there in a static world?



Today was different though, while usually she would be gazing out towards the forest from the highest tower, or ordering ancient artifacts on some dustry old shelves, the unicorn was inexplicably drawn to the crystal ball instead.



What do you have for me today? she thought to herself smugly. Will there be action, or will I make my own?



She held the ball aloft in her hooves, staring at the fantastical creations she had wrought. The fun they had in the ball was exciting! There weren't any monsters here, just forest and swamp. There weren't any animals here, only trees and plants. There wasn't powerful magic, only the humdrum of studying simple cause and effect. The crystal ball had everything and the mare stared into its depth enviously.



The world was all in her hoof, to change and meld to her will.



The only thing she regretted was staying outside of it, never reaching in, never touching the world of her creations.



She peered into the ball, watching the happy little ponies play and banter and laugh and cry with a sense of deep longing. She spotted a purple and pink unicorn heading towards a familiar library. This one was her favourite, so much like her, yet not anymore. The little purple one had made friends and her often distant smile was banished in the transition to a heady grin that bespoke of her tranformation as she left her dusty old castle and came to live in the homely village.



The unicorn sighed and wiped away a few tears. It wasn't fair! She made such a nice world for them to live in and here she was, sitting alone and looking at them in the crystal ball. Unbidden, her emotions wrought a violent storm that shook the small world in her hooves and she snapped out of her reverie to watch in horror as the inclement weather stormed towards the peaceful village. 



She moved to stop the storm with her magic, but paused when she spotted the little winged ones grouping together, pushing it all away from their peaceful little village. The storm raged, and there was some houses lost, but at least nopony she saw was hurt.



She sighed in relief and felt more than a little guilty. The screams of terror and the desperate shouts still rung in her sensitive ears. Nervously, she looked back into the crystal ball, the world that was all in her hooves, the creation she most proud of… and covetous of. She peered into the ball… and saw the purple one staring straight back.



Her eyes widened, startled, but she couldn't look away. She couldn't look away because the eyes were heavy with an unspoken message. It looked… sad, like she was disappointed in somepony. They held her captive for what must have been mere moments, but felt more like a lifetime. They she shook her head slowly and broke away, lost in the crowd that had gathered to help rebuild.



The lonely unicorn set the ball down on its pedestal and lay down.



She needed time to think.



To think about the world all in her hooves.
      

      
   