
      Rose Petals


      

      
      
         Fluttershy hummed to herself as she pushed the vase into the center of her kitchen table before leaning back to admire her handiwork.



“What do you think, Angel?” she asked, earning a noncommittal shrug from the rabbit.



“Hmm… yes. It could use more roses.” Fluttershy smiled as she walked over to her refrigerator, reaching past her carefully prepared salads to pull the last two blooms out from the back. Grasping them carefully in her mouth, she walked over to the vase and carefully deposited them inside. “There. Doesn’t that look better?”



Angel shrugged again.



“Well, I think it looks lovely.” Fluttershy nodded to herself. “Now, Angel, I’m going to need you to go outside when Rarity gets here and sleep in your rabbit hutch.”



Angel narrowed his eyes, crossing his arms across his chest.



“Oh, I know. But this time will be different, I promise.”



Angel thumped his foot on the floor.



“I know I said that last time,” Fluttershy said, her ears falling.



Angel glowered.



 “And the time before that! But I really mean it this time. Promise.”



A sharp rap at the door brought Fluttershy’s head back up from the floor.



“She’s here! Please, Angel.”



Angel sighed before hopping towards the back door, shooting one last look back over his shoulder at Fluttershy before leaving the cottage.



“Coming!” Fluttershy called, trotting over to the front door and pulling it open to reveal a morose-looking white unicorn who did her best to smile at the beaming pegasus.



“Hello, Fluttershy.”



“Oh, you poor dear! Come in and make yourself comfortable; it will just be a minute.”



“Thank you,” Rarity said, trudging into the house as Fluttershy rapidly retreated to the kitchen, only to quickly re-emerge with a small wrapped box.



“Here,” she said, pressing the small package into Rarity’s hooves before leaning over to give her a peck on the cheek.



“What is this?” Rarity asked, blinking as her horn lit up to bring the small package up in front of her face.



“Well… I thought you were supposed to give chocolates to your marefriend on your anniversary.” Fluttershy waved one wing towards the table. “And look, fresh roses! They’re Imperials, your favorite!”



Rarity smiled wanly as she carefully set the box down next to the vase. “Thank you, darling.”



Fluttershy wrapped the other mare in her hooves, draping her wings around her sides. “I’m sorry you had a bad day, but don’t you worry, I’ll make everything better.”



Rarity stiffened. “Fluttershy…”



“Mmm?” Fluttershy smiled, leaning against the unicorn. “What is it?”



“We need to talk.”



 “Oh. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to eat something first?” Fluttershy’s hooves tightened around the other pony. “I made a very nice salad, with cucumbers and—”



 “I’m afraid not.”



“Oh. Alright then.” Fluttershy’s hooves reluctantly left Rarity’s sleek white coat, slowly steering the pegasus towards a seat on the far side of the table, while Rarity glumly trudged over to claim her own place. The rustling of cushions filled the too-quiet cottage as the two ponies sat across from one-another, uncomfortably shifting their weight back in forth in a futile attempt to get comfortable.



“So, uhm, what did you want to talk about?” Fluttershy asked, turning her head to one side as she set her front hooves on the edge of the table.



“Fluttershy, you know what this is about.”



Fluttershy flinched.



“Darling, we’ve been together for a year now. A full year. And it has been wonderful.”



Fluttershy smiled. “Yes, it has been.”



Silence consumed the room as Rarity’s eyes flicked away from Fluttershy, focusing on the cabinets, the refrigerator, anything but the pony sitting across from her. The pegasus’s smile slowly faded, her wings beginning to twitch a little against her back as the quiet flow of evening air against her windows and the quiet shifting of bodies filled her ears.



Fluttershy licked her lips. “I love you.”



Rarity smiled awkwardly. “I’m afraid love has little to do with what I’m about to do.”



Fluttershy’s wings shot open as she leaned across the table, setting her hooves on the unicorn’s. “No. Rarity, please.”



“Fluttershy, it has been a year now. And while I adore your company, as I always have, I’m afraid the idea of… us… no longer really has much meaning.”



“No, please,” Fluttershy said, shaking her head.



“I’m sorry, Fluttershy. I can’t do this anymore.”



Fluttershy’s eyes shimmered. “Why?”



Rarity sighed heavily. “You know why, darling.”



“But we can fix it, right? We can just go upstairs, and—”



“And what?” Rarity shook her head, her mane falling in front of her eyes before she pulled a hoof free of Fluttershy’s grip to brush it back. “Fluttershy, we’ve tried before; a dozen times, at least. It isn’t going to work.”



“What if I… what if I said I wanted it to?”



Rarity smiled – really smiled – as she leaned forward, cupping Fluttershy’s cheek in her hoof. “I know you want to. Or… that you think you do.” Rarity’s hoof fell to the table with a quiet thud. “But I don’t. Not anymore.”



“What?” Fluttershy crumpled back onto her cushion, her wings flared out behind her.



“Fluttershy, you have told me you love me. But you never, not even once, have shown any real interest in me.”



“How can you say that?” Fluttershy asked, her voice barely a whisper.



“Because, darling, I can see it. When ponies want someone, they show desire. Passion. Lust. Darling, you can’t even touch me past my cutie mark if I don’t tell you to.”



Fluttershy’s ears drooped.



“And that’s you. How do you think I feel when I try to touch my marefriend and she won’t even look at me?”



Fluttershy wrapped her hooves around her own shoulders. “But…”



Rarity started to rise from her seat before she froze, already half a step around the side of the table before she caught herself. Slowly, she retreated to her cushion, her ears pressed back against her mane. “I can’t tell you how much it hurts.”



“I’m sorry,” Fluttershy whimpered.



“I know you’re sorry.” Rarity said, her eyes falling away from the quivering pegasus back down towards the table. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry that I thought things would be different. I’m sorry that I thought you wanted me.” She shuddered. “I’m sorry that I wanted you.”



“Don’t say that! Please, don’t say it.”



“But it’s true.” Rarity lifted her eyes to meet Fluttershy’s teary gaze. “When I was walking over here tonight, do you know what I realized?”



Fluttershy shook her head.



“I realized that we were going to have a marvelous dinner, exchange a few kisses… and then that I was going to go home. I was going to go home, Fluttershy. Go home and work on my latest designs for the Vanhoover fashion show next month. Why, I was practically looking forward to it.”



“You don’t have to,” Fluttershy said, lowering her shaking hooves to the table. “You could stay, and—”



“And what? I’ve tried. You’re beautiful, darling, but every time I touch you past your cutie mark, you flinch and try and pull away. I wanted you, but… tonight, when I thought about you? I didn’t think about bringing you upstairs to bed. I didn’t think about pinning you to the mattress and making you scream my name. I didn’t even think about holding you in my hooves when I fell asleep. I thought about work. I would rather work than keep dancing around the issue.”



Fluttershy sniffed loudly.



“Every time we have tried, you have pulled away. Every time. We’ve tried everything. Alcohol. Romantic walks on the beach. Music.” Rarity shivered. “We’ve tried sleeping together, in the same bed, and waking up looking into one another’s eyes. Baths together. Massages.”



“Romantic dinners…”



Rarity rubbed her eyes with her hooves. “Everything I can think of. I’ve tried going slow. I’ve tried going quickly. You’ve tried, and you looked at me like you didn’t even know where to begin.” Rarity sighed loudly. “No, like you didn’t even want to.”



“I do. Please. I know I haven’t, but I’m sure, if we try again—”



“Fluttershy, last time, you told me to keep going, even though I could feel how tense you were. You told me to continue no matter what you said, no matter if I had to tie you to the bed. And we tried that, too, darling.” Rarity swallowed, licking her lips. “I… felt as if I was doing something dirty. No, worse. Something wrong. Like I was hurting you, with every breath I took, every thought I had. Every touch. I couldn’t! Not like that. Not when I knew.”



Fluttershy shuddered.



“It… hasn’t been the same since then. I don’t want to try that again. I don’t want to hurt you anymore.”



“You weren’t.”



“I was,” Rarity said firmly.



Fluttershy shook her head wordlessly.



Rarity’s hooves tremored against the table. “No, it is worse than that. Can’t you see?” Rarity tilted her head, looking Fluttershy in the eye. “It isn’t even that I don’t want to keep dancing around the issue. I don’t even want to try anymore. Even if it worked, I…” Her shoulders shook. “I don’t love you anymore. Not like this.” She waved her hoof at the flowers. “You’re a dear friend, but—”



“No, please. Don’t say it. Tonight is special. It will be special. I’ll prove it to you. I—” Fluttershy stumbled out of her seat, lurching towards Rarity before she was caught in a blue glow, two hooves and magic blue as the sky holding her at arm’s length.



“You can’t. Even if you wanted to, you can’t.” Rarity smiled, her eyes crinkling as tears dripped down her cheeks, staining her white coat gray with her mascara. “I know you think you love me, and perhaps you do, but I need something more. I need to hold you, to kiss you. To know every inch of your body.” Her shoulders sagged, hooves falling back down to the floor. “And I want you to want me just as much.”



Fluttershy leapt forward, enveloping Rarity in a powerful hug as she rubbed her damp cheek against the unicorn’s. “Please. Just one more night. Just once more. It will be better, I promise.”



Rarity sniffed. “It’s too late. Even if you were ready, I’m not. Not anymore. Not like that.” Rarity’s hooves wrapped around Fluttershy’s shoulders, squeezing tight as the two mares leaned into each other. “You’re a dear friend, but I just… I can’t even think about you like that anymore. You’re just… a friend to me. A dear friend, but—”



Fluttershy shook her head. “No. You don’t mean that.”



“I do.” Rarity shuddered as she tucked her chin over Fluttershy’s shoulder. “I truly do.”



Fluttershy leaned back then, her hooves sliding off of Rarity’s white coat, one moving up to lift the unicorn’s chin so she could look her in the eye. Tears flowed freely from both ponies’ eyes as they stared at each other for several long moments.



“I’m sorry, Fluttershy,” Rarity said softly.



Fluttershy flung herself forward, mashing her lips against Rarity’s, the pegasus pressing her whole body against the unicorn before she was shoved away.



“No.” Fluttershy shook her head. “No!”



“Please, don’t make this any harder than it already is,” Rarity said, stepping back. “I should go. You…” she stopped, halfway to the door. “I know it hurts right now, Fluttershy. But this is for the best, truly. I promise. You’ll see.” She smiled weakly as her tears traced the wrinkles in her cheeks. “I promise. Things will be better.”



Fluttershy hung her head, teardrops raining on the floor, half her face hidden behind her mane as she gazed soulfully up at the unicorn. “Rarity, please don’t go.”



“I have to. I can’t stay.” Rarity sniffed. “I’m… sorry about dinner. But I couldn’t let this go on one moment longer.”



Fluttershy didn’t reply, her head falling lower, mane cascading around her ears and pooling on the floor below.



“Goodbye.”



As the door clicked shut, Fluttershy fled. Her hooves rattled the floorboards of the house as she raced up the stairs, galloping up to her bedroom and slamming the door loudly before she flung herself on her bed with a loud crunch. Wrapping herself in her hooves as rose petals rained down around her, Fluttershy rocked back and forth, shaking as the love of her life vanished down the road outside.



And she wept.
      

      
   
      Wizards, Fools, and Foals


      

      
      
         I have earned many titles and accolades in my long life. I have seen for myself how the name “Star Swirl” will resound through the ages. Legends will blend together, and my deeds, scattered across time as they are, will be supplemented by those of unicorns history will otherwise forget. Even before she rises, the Fourth will revere my name as though I were a prince myself. By all rights, the pony she will think she knows might as well be one.



But none of it would have happened without a chance encounter when I was an apprentice lens grinder, scarcely out of colthood. Even now, I am likely the only pony who remembers the name Wide Aperture. Indeed, the miserly son of a goat deserves little remembrance. But without his shop, I would not have been where I needed to be when that mysterious stallion came calling.



ven now, every detail of that fateful encounter is clear in my mind. Well do I remember the scarcely lit storefront, the cramped space behind the counter, the pieces meant to show Master Aperture’s craft: spyglasses, telescopes, jeweler’s loupes, and the like.



Even better do I recall the strange stallion who entered as the sun set. He was garbed as a wizard in robe and pointy hat. His mane and long beard were a soft rose in the dusky light, his coat grey. His mark was obscured by his clothing, and strangely, he had chosen not to place it thereon. Most wizards’ marks were known as well as their names and deeds, and they made sure all three were very well known indeed. A wizard who made himself blank was as strange as a pegasus clerk would have been in those foolish times. Still, if he did not wish to be known save by occupation, I would not ask.



He gave but a glance about the store before settling on me. “Good evening,” he said.



I bowed to him, for however strange the wizard, disrespecting him is dangerous indeed. “Good evening, sir,” I returned.



He looked about for a bit longer, but seemed only to be doing so for the look of it. After that short span, I mustered up my courage and squeaked out, “Forgive me, sir, but the shop is closing soon. I will be happy to fetch Master Aperture, but I do not know if he will be able to accept your custom before the morrow.”



He looked back at me, as though he had forgotten I was there. “Tell me, colt,” he said, “wouldst thou call thy master a fair one?”



I was unsure where Wide Aperture was. For a portly stallion, he could be quiet as a shadow when it suited him. Thus, I answered, “Fairer than some, sir. He beats me rarely, and not much.” This was true; the stallion’s magic was meant for fine work, and violence by horn or hoof was tiresome for him.



The stranger nodded. “And why does he beat thee?”



“Idleness,” I said. “Dancing with breezies when I should be aiding him or watching the shop.”



“Ah. Dreams of fillies, I assume.”



I felt myself flush and shook my head. “No, sir.”



He raised an eyebrow. “Colts, then?”



I started. “No, sir!”



He shrugged. “Nothing wrong with it. Far too few mares find their way up a wizard’s tower. One must make do with the company one keeps. But if thy fancies be not of love, what are they?”



“Naught but foolishness, sir.” I looked down and pawed at the floor with a hoof.



“Well, all the better for me.”



“Sir?” I looked back up and saw him smiling. I shivered. A smiling wizard is almost as bad as a frowning one to the laypony.



He chuckled, and my bowels clenched. “In my experience,” he said, “the fool is oft the wisest member of a court. Certainly wiser than the wizard, who all too rarely lives up to the name. Share with me thy folly, colt, and we can see what wisdom can be found there.”



I hesitated. “It would only be a waste of your time, sir wizard.”



He barked out a laugh. “Is that what troubles thee? Worry not, colt. In the court I serve, I be fool and wizard both.”



I had never heard of such a thing. “How—“



"'Tis a difficult trick, but one well worth performing.” He smiled, and his claims did nothing to gentle my fear. “So, if thou wilt not share wisdom with a wizard, perhaps thou wilt share folly with a fool?”



The stallion was clearly mad. I hoped humoring him would hasten his leaving. “Well, sir, I sometimes wonder about time.”



“Time?” In a moment, he grew serious. All smiles were gone; now he looked the very model of a wizard, all stern and solemn. ”Well, there is certainly much to wonder there. Its flow is constant, yet there’s never enough of it when you need it, and all too much when you want it to pass by. And ‘flow of time’ is a troublesome concept itself. Is time a river? How might we then ford it, or redirect it, or even just get out of it and be allowed to dry off?”



I gaped. I had wondered all these things in my passing fancies. For such a stallion to echo my thoughts… It meant I was either wise or mad. I had to share more, if only to learn which. “And I also wonder about magic itself.”



“Another wondrous subject,” he said. “What is it? From whence does it come? Why does it show those colors, make those sounds, follow those rules? And what of magic beyond the unicorn’s?”



“Sir?” I shook my head. Surely he was speaking nonsense now.



He gave me what I still think of as “the wizard’s look,” an exasperated gaze that makes it clear just how stupid somepony is being. “The pegasus walks on clouds. The dragon breathes fire. The cockatrice turns its prey to stone. Be that not magic?”



What could I say to that? “I… I suppose.”



“Thou art an impressive pony, to so blend humility and arrogance. But when thy folly is so wise, it should come as no surprise.”



I ducked behind the counter. There are few things more dangerous than a carelessly rhyming unicorn, for any couplet might carry a spell.



“Oh get up, get up,” the stallion grumbled. “Thinkest thou I cannot control potent poetry?”



“No offense meant, sir,” I said as I edged my way upright. “Better safe than sorry, as they say.”



“Aye, I suppose so.” He smirked. “More foolish wisdom. Thou mayest be able to repeat my trick, colt.”



I blinked. “Do you think so, sir? Ponies always tell me those are foals’ questions.”



“And where be the shame in that?” he asked. “Foals know nothing and thus want to understand everything. Adults still know nothing, but they have grown satisfied with it, and answer foals with the same nothings their parents told them. If we are to truly know anything, we must begin with foals’ questions.”



"I..." I shook my head. "I am no sun mover, sir, no master of will. It is a pleasant dream, but that is all it is."



He whickered disdainfully. "And yet thou thinkest thyself a prophet? We drift backwards on time's river, colt, never able to see what lies ahead. 'Never' is brother to 'always,' and neither has any place in a thinking mind."



"But..." I clapped my forehooves over my treacherous mouth.



The stallion raised an eyebrow. "Yes?"



I shut my eyes. At least I would not have to watch my doom. "But you just said that we are never able to see what lies in the future, sir."



He laughed, much to my surprise. "Good, you were paying attention! Mark my words, colt, you're already a better wizard than half of the ponies who claim the name."



I had never received such praise before. "Sir, I—"



A voice bellowed from the back room. “Star Swirl! Palladium’s horn, colt, what art thou doing out there? Chase out the vagrant and close up shop! And don’t think I’ll be paying thee a penny for thy dawdling!”



The stallion before me chuckled. “It seems I must take my leave. Star Swirl, was it?” After my mute nod, he said, “I think thou hast a bright future ahead of thee, young Star Swirl. Keep thinking thy foolish, foalish thoughts. Ask questions. Take chances. Make mistakes, and learn from them.”



He left the shop. I never saw him again. At least, I do not think I did. Many wizards were pale of beard and grey of coat, and without his mark, I would have had to ask many stallions of ill humor if they were the one who happened by that shop. My mentor of sorts may have told me to ask questions and take chances, but it is hard to learn from mistakes after being turned into a frog.



Instead, I sought to join their ranks. I saved my meager wages as best I could, practiced my magic, expanded my horizons. Spellcraft had never interested me before, all “sixth circle” this and “bat guano” that, but it came so easily! The old graybeards muttered about “nontraditional techniques,” but they couldn’t deny my skill. And the rest is quite literally history.



I still wish I could have seen that stallion again. He changed my life. I wouldn’t have even grown my eponymous beard were it not for hi•
The quill halted in midstroke. Star Swirl stared, not seeing the words or the growing ink blot. ”Oh, piss.”



“Worry not, friend.” Luna moved to his side, three of her paces enough to cross his little corner of Castle Everfree. She smirked. “’Tis to be expected of stallions of thy age, and thy robe hath caught it.”



Star Swirl merely grumbled and blotted the page.



Luna blinked. “I knew thy mane had grown thin, friend, but thy skin? What troubles thee?”



He slammed the journal shut, rattling the scrolls in their racks along one wall, and spun to face her. “What troubles me is that after years of careful travel along the corridors of time, I must now cause a paradox, or all is naught!”



Luna tilted her head. “I was given to understand from thy rantings that paradoxes were bad things.”



Star Swirl turned away, pulling out a fresh sheet of parchment and sketching out the first of many arcane diagrams. “Aye, they are.”



“And yet thou hast need to make one.”



“Aye, I do.” He huffed out a breath. “I must travel back to Wide Arsehole’s shop in the days of my youth and convince myself that I am slightly less addle-pated than I then believed.” He tugged at his beard with a fetlock. "I even grew this damnable chin scruff in that stallion's honor. In my own honor! How absurd! From whence came the idea for this ridiculous second mane?"



"Didst thou not grow it because thy fellows believed that the sole measure of a stallion was the length of his horn or beard or—"



"And that, and that, yes, yes. Aren't you supposed to be a princess?" Star Swirl pressed down hard enough to snap the quill. "Damn it to the darkest depths of Tartarus!"



“Well.” Luna’s tone was more prim. “We wish thee safe and pleasant journeys, though the first seems guaranteed and the second all but.”



Star Swirl sighed and looked back to see Luna’s muzzle in the air. He dipped his horn. “Forgive me, Your Highness. To learn that after years of careful courtship, I must cross Dame Fate…”



She looked back into his eyes and smiled. “I am not surprised. Thou wert always hopeless with mares, be they flesh or metaphor.”



A hint of a grin made it across Star Swirl’s own face. “Mock all you like, moon shrew. Mayhaps I should stay here and now, let myself learn the spyglass craft. Celestia and thou canst flounder without my guidance.”



Luna paused for a moment, looking back and forth. “It seems thou shalt not.”



Star Swirl sighed. “Aye, so it seems.” He returned to his equations. “I best do this soon. We are not all timeless, and I do not think that my remembrance be coincidence.” He sketched out the last rune in a sequence and circumscribed them, then gave a laugh. “Closing a circle. Aye, that’s what I must do.”



“I shall not disturb thy circles, great master,” said Luna, and silver-shod hoofsteps sounded against the floor.



Star Swirl's eyes widened. “Luna!” he called.



She halted at the entrance to his study and turned. “Yes?”



“I—“ He shut his mouth and shook his head. “Thank you. Friend.”



She smiled. “Any time.”



Star Swirl watched her go, then sagged as he sighed. He went back over his calculations, nodded to himself, and flipped the parchment over. Taking quill in field, he penned the thought as quick as he could:



The words twist in my gut. They demand to come out, and I dare not commit them to my journal. I had nearly let myself forget, but thy visit brought them back to my ancient mind. No doubt thou hast some jibe for this. Alas, I can never hear it.



Forgive me, Luna, but there is no choice. If the Fourth does not cut her teeth on thee, then she will be unable to face her future foes, the ones with genuine malice in their hearts. I wish I could avert this, but I have seen the alternatives, and all end in our extinction. Thou art too clever not to know I saw this coming, so I only hope that any bitterness thou shalt feel will fade with time and Harmony.



With a thought, Star Swirl burnt the sheet to ash. He wiped at his eyes with a fetlock. The stallion he met that day had had no sign of tears. He changed his hat and robe for a set without bells and lit his horn, holding in mind the values that would take him when he needed to be.



"For all my power," he said to himself, "I cannot change destiny for the better." He hummed at this. "At least, not yet." 



Star Swirl shook his head. "Don't get distracted now, old stallion. First things first." With that, he vanished in a burst of light and wind.
      

      
   
      The Old Gray Mare


      

      
      
         I stared down at the parchment underhoof. You would think by now I would have gotten used to this sort of thing. In all my years in office, I’d planted my hoof on so many documents I’d lost count. This one was different. This one was final.



Nothing too complex; it said what it had to say. If nothing else, I always stuck to the simple form in official documents. I was one of those crazy bureaucrats that the lawyers loved to hate. No loopholes, no vague interpretations, nothing unclear in the slightest. Still the words felt foreign, like they couldn’t possibly have been written by me. One last look confirmed my fears.



I, Mayor M. Mare, do hereby resign my commission, effective immediately.



With a heavy heart, I scribbled the date to the right of the signature line and stamped my hoof to the page. Staring at the line below that, I felt even greater apprehension. Nopony knew about this, but there was one that I had to inform. One last piece of official business and I could ride off into the sunset.



I sheathed my quill and rolled up the parchment. Fixing my pouch around my sagging flank, I added the scroll to the pocket. With a sigh, I took a turn around the office. How many years had it been? Forty? Fifty? Certainly too many to count. All those years I’d spent behind a desk came crashing down around me. Breaking the shackles of office had to be the hardest thing I’d ever done.



Stepping out into the hall, I closed my office door. The gold letters would need to go. It was hard to think what would happen to this building. There wasn’t much use for it with the new castle in town. City Hall was my home, but it was time to move on. I still hadn’t officially made up my mind what my next step would be. Perhaps by forcing the issue, I would find the decision would be made for me. That seemed to be happening a lot more lately.



My short walk through town carried me up Mane Street. A thriving community hurried about the business of the day centered in and around the town square market. Dozens of ponies gathered to trade and gossip away the morning, the biggest news of the day having yet to break. The thought occurred to me that I might open a stationary shop. That thought quickly vanished considering I would be hard pressed to find an opening in a town with a near one-hundred-percent occupancy rate. That, and there was always Quills and Sofas.



Passing the trade district, I sauntered up the lane straddling Everfree Park and a row of two story brownstones. Green space was important to a growing city, but maybe we could use the room for more shops or houses. Ponyville wasn’t getting any smaller, after all. I quickly brushed those thoughts aside. That was something for the new leadership to consider. I could barely keep up with the times and the times were changing fast.



Further up the lane, the school bell sounded, and the foals rushed inside their classroom. Cheerilee looked after them all with such diligent care. The next generation would make a fine showing in society under her guidance. My days in the old schoolyard sat far in the past. I chuckled to myself considering the idea of volunteering at the school. I could never be as good as Cheerilee, my talent lay in politics, not education. The closest I’d come to mixing the two was being elected class president. Now that was a long time ago.



I turned my step up the path toward the towering edifice proudly looming over the next hill. Each step I took felt like tugging a lead-weighted hoof through a swamp. I grit my teeth and held my head as high as I could. One hoof in front of the other brought me closer to the end. Without even realizing it, the doors to the castle barred my next hooffall.



I knocked.



My legs felt like gelatin left out on the counter overnight. I hardly gave notice to the state of my mane and tail, and silently chided myself for not dressing more formally. With the distraction of drawing up my resignation, I even forgot my official’s collar back at the office. Hardly a problem, seeing as I wouldn’t need it anymore, I took a step back to consider retrieving it.



The door swung open.



The Princess smiled and held out a hoof in welcome. “Mayor Mare, how wonderful to see you. To what do I owe the pleasure?”



“I-I’m sorry to bother you, Princess.” The words caught in my throat. “It’s nothing really. I only meant to drop this with your assistant.” It took me three tries to unfasten the flap on my pouch and extract the scroll. With a deflating sigh, I passed it over. “You don’t have to deal with it right now, but I will need your signature before close of business.”



The Princess took hold of the scroll with her magic. I turned to walk away.



“Won’t you come in?” She sounded hurt. “It’s been a while, and I would love to catch up if you aren’t busy.”



“I’m as far from busy as they come, Princess.” I stopped and turned back. “If it’s all the same, I must politely decline your offer.”



The Princess stepped outside. “Is something wrong? You look like somepony just trampled your garden.”



“I’m sorry, Princess.” I had a hard enough time getting to this point, and this encounter was making it worse. “I have a lot on my mind, and I really should get home.”



“Come in and sit down.” Her gestures made the invite seem less compulsory that I knew it was. “We’ll have some lunch and you can tell me all about it. What kind of friend would I be if I wasn’t here to listen?”



A friend. The Princess was a good friend. I wasn’t sure why I needed to remind myself of that. “Alright, but only a short lunch. I still have a few bags to pack before the evening train.” One of my options sounded better with each passing minute.



I slid past my host and into the castle foyer. The door shut behind her and she waved over to the side room. “Are you taking a trip? A vacation perhaps?”



“You might call it that.” I stepped into the sitting room and eyed a velvet-topped couch. “I have some family in Manehattan. Been meaning to visit for years.”



“That sounds like fun.” Princess Twilight walked around the couch and settled into a high back chair. “I’ve thought about taking a vacation, but I can never find the time to get away.”



“It only gets worse the longer you put it off.” I said the words and immediately wished I hadn’t.



“How long has it been since your last vacation?” She asked as plainly as she could.



“I’ve never taken one.” The pillow-soft cushion underneath felt like cold stone against my belly.



“Never?”



“Never,” I replied. The sting of those words struck a chord. My work was my life, and I had little to show for it after so many years with my muzzle to the grindstone. 



“Well you certainly deserve some time away.” Twilight conjured up a tray of light sandwiches and tea. “The town should be able to hold together for a few weeks, at least, with you gone.” A pair of cups and sandwich plates floated over to the table between us.



“Actually, I was thinking about something more permanent.” I wasn’t trying to hide it, but the conversation was heading into territory I didn’t want to confront.



“I’m not sure I follow?” Twilight looked up from the tray and floated the scroll over from the side stand. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with this, now would it?”



“Actually, it does.” It was no use, the truth had to come out sooner or later. “I just need you to sign and date at the bottom.”



Twilight unrolled the page and read the single line. The parchment dropped from her grasp with a light rustle, partially rolling up as it hit the floor. Her eyes met mine. I could tell she had a number of things she wanted to say, a million questions to ask. All that came out was, “Why?”



My eyes wandered. I couldn’t bear to look at her straight on. My friend was also my nemesis, but only in the starkest of ways. “I thought about finishing out my term, but there’s really no point. You can probably forgo elections altogether. Ponyville doesn’t need a mayor with a princess in town.” I surprised myself with my own bluntness.



I felt a hoof gently slide over my shoulder. Shuddering under the contact, my professional defenses melted away. Her words broke the dam. “I’m sorry, Mayor, but I can’t accept your resignation.”



“Why not?” I brushed her hoof away. “I’m perfectly within my rights to resign at any moment I feel unfit for duty.”



“There’s a bigger problem here.” Twilight backed away. She paused and hung her head. “I’m sorry, Madame Mayor. I never meant to overshadow you.”



“Call me Mary, Mary Mare.”



“…” Twilight turned to look my way, but her expression hinted at confusion. 



“Just sign the form and I can go back to being plain old Mary, the not-mayor Mare.” It felt weird hearing my name come out of my mouth.



“I never knew you had a first name,” Twilight said, reeling in some kind of shock, I would assume. “You’ve always been, Mayor Mare.”



“I’ve had the title for so long, I’d practically forgotten it myself.” I stepped down off the couch and went to retrieve my official resignation. “I suppose I should get used to using it again.”



Before I could take up the scroll, Twilight’s magic closed around it. “Mayor, we need to talk about this.” Her worried stare felt unsettling in the already turbulent state of unrest swirling around my decision. “I can’t let you resign. Ponyville needs you!”



“No, Princess Twilight. Ponyville needs you,” I said with as much emphasis as I could place on redirecting the honor.



“You’re wrong,” Twilight said. “And call me Twilight. I don’t want you calling me princess if it means that you don’t see yourself as mayor.”



“Actually, you’re more mayor than I ever was.” I casually circled around toward the window, my practiced lines getting a chance to make my case. “You’ve taken over Winter Wrap-Up Day, saved the town from countless disasters, become the go-to pony for all problems great and small, and now, you even have a better office than City Hall. I’ve been mayor for decades, and what have I got to show for it?”



“I think we need to take a walk,” Twilight said and motioned toward the door.



I needed to head back into town anyway. If Twilight wanted to accompany me home, I couldn’t refuse the offer. With a nod of my head, I took her advise. 



The view of the town from the castle sent a tingle down my spine. My quiet, little village all tucked away at the edge of the Everfree Forest waved hello as well as goodbye. Twilight stepped up beside me as we walked down the path together.



“Ponyville wouldn’t be the same without you.” Her comment gave me a moment’s pause.



“Of course it would,” I said. “The town’s bigger than any single pony.”



“Not when that pony is you,” she replied. “You’ve done more good for this town than anypony I know, myself included.”



“That doesn’t mean I can’t be replaced.” My reply drew a stalemate. We walked in silence for a minute. The tap of hooves on hard-packed dirt added to swish of tail and mane. I knew my time had come.



Retracing my steps into town, we passed by the schoolhouse. Twilight stopped by the fence and waved over to Cheerliee sitting at her desk just inside the door. Cheerilee waved back. I stepped up next to Twilight, curious to see what the lesson of the day was.



“I hear you were the one responsible for this,” Twilight said.



“I don’t know what you mean,” I replied. “Responsible for what?”



“For building the school.” Twilight shot me one of her signature grins.



“I merely headed the commission to address the issue of the lack of public education options in town.” I stepped back from the rail. “The funds nearly raised themselves.”



“And you convinced Cheerliee to teach when she had offers from some of the most prestigious universities in all of Equestria.” Twilight’s smile broadened, like she thought my actions worthy of praise. “She’s a particularly brilliant teacher.”



“The case was made that she would have more of an impact on the future leaders of Equestria by teaching the foals than dealing with the hard-headed academics.” I turned to head into town. “She made her own decision.” Twilight followed.



Back on the road, I tried to get some things off my back. “Twilight, I know what you’re trying to do. You want to show me that I’ve somehow made a huge impact on Ponyville, and that nopony could ever replace me.” Our walk took us past the houses and park as we neared the town proper. “I’ve made a few enemies over the years, and not everypony thinks so highly of me.”



“Oh, really?” Twilight said. “I can’t imagine anypony taking issue with building a school.”



“It wasn’t that,” I said, a small chuckle in my voice. “I got in quite the scuffle with Filthy Rich about his big crate, super shopping center he wanted to build right over there.” I pointed toward the park. “Fought him hoof and tail, and ended up having to designate the land as ‘green space’ before he finally backed down. He hasn’t forgiven me; thinks I’m halting progress.”



“Well, that’s just it,” Twilight said. “Nopony else would have stood up to him. Without you, where could ponies run and play? How could we sit and watch the pegasi roll the clouds by? Picnics in the park are one of things I enjoy most of all with my friends, our pets need the space just as much as we do.”



“We live in the country,” I said, my pragmatic side coming out. “You can do all of those things without a designated park.” The noise of the bustling town square downed out the sound of our hooves.



“So, why did you make one?” Twilight asked.



“Because of this.” I raised my hoof and pointed around. “If I allowed one pony to build a one-stop-shop store right here in town, all of these ponies would be out of work. Not only that, we’d lose the interaction that comes from gathering in the town square.”



“I take it back, you’re not a good mayor.” Twilight walked out ahead and turned back after taking in the view of the whole square. “You’re the greatest mayor Ponyville could ever hope for.”



“That’s very nice of you to say, Twilight.” I could feel my cheeks blushing, my glasses sliding off the end of my muzzle. “You put me on a pedestal, and it makes it harder for me to leave. Even so, I know I’ll leave Ponyville in good hooves. Who better to take over for me than a princess.”



“So you’re just going to leave?!” Twilight’s frustration drew the eye of the crowd.



I smiled back at the onlookers and lowered my voice to a whisper. “I think I’ll head to Manehattan and help my brother with his reelection campaign. Who knows, I may end up back in Ponyville when I’m done with that, but I think my time as mayor is over. I’ve done what I needed to do. I had a good run, and now it’s your turn to lead.”



“But… But Ponyville needs you,” Twilight said, pleading with all she could muster. “I need you…”



“I’m sorry, Twilight, but I’m just not the mayor I used to be. I can’t compete with a princess. As much as I might want to stay and help run the town, all I’m good for now is smiling and waving.” I glanced up at the City Hall clock tower. “I really have to get going. There’s a good deal to pack before the train leaves.”



“Isn’t there anything I can do to convince you to stay?” Twilight asked, with one last pleading gesture to the town’s first, last, and only mayor.



“I don’t think there is,” I said, giving a smile to let her know there were no hard feelings. “Thank you making the effort to try and get me to stay. You’ve made the decision easier.”



I turned and walked inside City Hall. The sting of her gaze bit into my flank. The one thing I couldn’t bring myself to mention would be something she would have to face for herself. For all my years of devoted service to the city, my only regret came in not having a family of my own. I feared the same future for Twilight.



It was one thing to be totally absorbed with your work. It was quite another to have it frighten away any potential suitors. I thought back on my life and the possibility of a thrilling romance, the sound of a newborn foal gracing the office at City Hall. It was too late for all that. I’d let the opportunity pass me by. Ponyville was my foal, and I’d watched her grow into a lovely young mare. It was time for me to take my leave and let my little one fly on without me.








Formalities aside, it felt good to be free of my job. I had been a good fit for the position, but situations had changed. A long train ride to visit my brother awaited, and I found myself packing only a fraction of what I thought I should bring. In a little under two hours, I found myself standing on the platform at Ponyville Station with two moderately full saddlebags and a small suitcase.



As I stared down the tracks watching and waiting for my train to carry me forward to the next chapter in life, the Princess swooped in around the corner, coming to a stop a little out of breath.



“I’m…so glad…I found you,” Twilight managed to say. “I thought maybe you’d caught an earlier train.”



“No,” I replied, a little more casually than I intended. “Didn’t take me as long to pack as I thought it would.”



“Anyway, I’m not here to stop you,” Twilight said folding her wings in and taking a few steps to the end of the platform. “Before you leave, though, I thought you might want to say goodbye.”



“I’ve already said my goodbyes, Princess,” I said, shaking my head. “I closed up City Hall and left instructions for the items I left behind. I can’t think of any loose ends left to tie up.”



I turned to glance down the track with the rumbling sound of an approaching engine growing louder. Either the train was incredibly early, or I had misjudged how long it took me to pack. To my surprise, I couldn’t quite make out anything of the sort. I turned back to Twilight and her innocent looking smile spreading across her muzzle.



“I hope you won’t be mad,” she said, the corners of her mouth rising into a cheesy grin, “but I sort of invited the whole town to see you off.”



“But…” I took a step back, bracing myself for the worst possible situation. “I don’t want to make a scene, and I certainly don’t want to face all those ponies…” 



“Don’t worry,” Twilight said, raising a hoof in a calming gesture. “I already explained everything and we’re all good with you leaving. We just couldn’t let you go without giving a proper sendoff. Pinkie Pie insisted.”



The thunder of hooves grew louder. A chorus of singing floated along the afternoon breeze.



“For she’s a jolly good Mayor,

For she’s a jolly good Mayor,

For she’s a jolly good May-y-yor,

Which nopony can deny!”



The singing continued with the flood of ponies pouring out of town toward the station. I staggered to the bench and marveled at the line beginning to form leading back by the dozens. One by one they each stepped up to the platform, the chorus continuing unabated. 



“Mayor Mare,” Rarity said, being the first to approach, “I wish to thank you for granting a business license to a very young filly. The confidence you placed in me meant the world in starting my shop.”



I gave a nod, not able to bring myself to say anything in return. The next in line stepped forward.



“Hey there,” Rainbow Dash said, always the mare of eloquence, “thanks for rezoning the airspace on the east side of town. Don’t know how I’d get along without my own place in the clouds.” 



All the bottled up emotion I’d saved over the course of the last fifty years came rushing out as I greeted each pony in line. Every citizen of Ponyville had some little quip or experience to share. Twilight stood by my side through it all. Nearing the end of the line, my train pulled into the station.



The last of the ponies came by, and Twilight stepped up on the bench to address the crowd. The singing petered out with Twilight raising her hoof for quiet. “Thank you all for coming. I want to personally thank Mayor Mare for all of her years of tireless service to this town. Countless ponies felt the benefit of her service, and I can’t imagine what Ponyville would be like today without her leadership and guidance. I join with all of you here in wishing her good luck in her future plans, wherever they may lead her. Before she leaves, there is one last order of business to attend to.”



Twilight stepped down from the bench. Spike rushed forward holding a golden box.



“Mayor Mary Mare,” she began, “by the authority vested in me as a Princess of Equestria, I hereby relieve you of your duties as Mayor of Ponyville and present you with a gift for your many years of valiant service.” 



The lid of the box opened under the glow of Twilight’s horn. A golden key in the shape of a pony hanging from a bright red ribbon floated out and hung in the air over my head.



“Please accept the Key to the City as well as our thanks for a job well done. You’re always welcome here should you ever decide to return.”



I bowed my head as she placed the ribbon around my neck. Everypony cheered.



“Thank you, Princess,” I said, tears of joy matting the gray fur of my cheeks. I turned to the crowd. “Thank you, Ponyville.”



The crowd parted. A path to my waiting train opened up. My lead-shoe swamp trot soon found the waiting cabin. I took my seat and pulled down the window. With a wave of my hoof, the train whistle blew. The train lurched forward as the wheels spun against the rails.



Pulling away from the station, I stuck my head out the window. With a smile and a wave, I departed my little town on the edge of the Everfree. A few hundred faces smiled and waved back, and I knew I would remember each one.
      

      
   
      Some Trade-Offs Mean More Than Others


      

      
      
         “Argh, it’s freezing out here!”



Rarity scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Rainbow Dash, if you’re going to refuse to wear the scarf I brought for you, could you please at least have the decency to stop whining about the cold?”



Rainbow Dash spun around, growling. “If you hadn’t made the scarf so obnoxiously pink! How can you possibly expect me to wear something like that?”



“For the last time, Rainbow,” Applejack said, mimicking Rarity’s style of speech, “It was a gift for Pinkie Pie. I packed it by accident.” Looking up from her map and switching back to her usual drawl, she added, “Come on, you two, I think we’re here.”



The trio stopped to check their surroundings, clustering to one side of the walkway so as to get out of the way of traffic. This close to Hearth's Warming Eve, the streets of Manehattan were jam-packed with pedestrians going about their last minute shopping. The soft glow of the street lamps and the falling snow created a muffled nighttime atmosphere, starkly contrasted by the traffic and chaos such poor weather tended to cause in the streets.



Rarity glanced over at Applejack as she was folding up the map and let out a sigh. “Could we look any more like tourists? At least try not to gawk at the buildings so much.”



“Blah blah blah,” Rainbow Dash said, stretching out her wings and shaking some of the snow off of her coat. “Let’s get this over with already. Which store is mine?”



It had taken the better part of the day to make it here, to the heart of Manehatten Square. Each massive skyscraper surrounding them housed a department store or a mall that alone could probably fit most of Ponyville inside of it, and that was only the first couple of floors. 



Rarity levitated a small pocket watch out of her saddlebags and opened it up, frowning. “Well, despite running a bit late, we’ve still got about two hours until closing time. Not what I was hoping for with these crowds, but it should still be possible for us to get in, get what we came for, and get out.”



“Sounds like a plan,” Applejack said, peering through the streets and reading signs until she finally spotted what she was looking for. “That’s the cafe where I’m supposed to be meeting Babs. What do ya say we all meet back there when we’re done?”



Rarity nodded, then pointed to one of the larger buildings. “That’s the store I believe you wanted, Rainbow Dash. I shall see you all in two hours, give or take.”



Rainbow Dash lifted into the air, already speeding towards the shop. “I bet it takes me thirty minutes, tops!”



“It ain’t a race,” Applejack said, rubbing at her temple with a forehoof. “But yeah, two hours.”



The shopping crowds two days before Hearth’s Warming Eve couldn’t really be that bad, right?








Rainbow Dash burst through the doors to Hay-Mart, and didn’t even stop to acknowledge the elderly pony that sat greeting everypony. The store was packed, but she was a mare on a mission, and Pegasi had a pretty big lead when it came to shopping.



She flew straight up to the rafters of the store and took the time to survey the aisles down below until she finally spotted exactly what she was looking for, prominently displayed on a giant dais, with what looked like dozens of models still in stock.



The Super Mega Ultra Scooter 5000.



Not only was she going to get the perfect present for Scootaloo, but it would be a total piece of cake.








Rarity crested the top of the escalator and stepped off, distancing herself from the other shoppers as she made her way through the high class department store. 



Getting the perfect gift for Sweetie Belle was always a bit of a chore. Her usual staples of elaborate dresses or rare and valuable jewelry were wasted on the filly. Not just because Sweetie Belle’s interest in such things tended to rapidly decay, but because Rarity trafficked in them so often that, as a gift, they became quite mundane.



No. It had taken a lot for Rarity to learn just what made her little sister happy, but she was finally convinced that she had it this time. Sweetie Belle loved a spectacle, and she loved spending quality time with her big sister.



So Rarity had traveled halfway across Equestria to pick up tickets for the hit musical Marespray. There was a booth in this department store that was supposed to be selling a limited run of tickets tonight and tonight only, and…



As Rarity rounded the corner, her eyes lit up, and she practically squealed with delight. Not only was the booth where it was supposed to be and still open, but there was an attendant on duty, and there wasn’t even a line! Maybe this would be her lucky day after all.








“Heya Babs. It’s good t’see ya,” Applejack said, pulling out of the hug and reaching a hoof down to ruffle Babs’ mane.



“Heh. Good to see youse too, AJ,” Babs said, grinning. “So, what’d’ya have in mind?”



“Well, we’re gonna get yer favorite cousin Apple Bloom a Hearth’s Warming gift. Ain’t just any gift neither.” Reaching into her saddlebags, Applejack pulled out a folded out piece of paper and laid it out flat on the table. “Now, I know you ain’t old enough to remember Grandpa Orange. He’s been gone for a while. But apparently he had an old storage locker hidden somewhere in Manehatten. Ownership of it passed to the city recently, and they cracked it open. They’re holding an estate sale tonight in that mall right over yonder. Most of it’s probably junk, but I’m hoping we can find some stuff that used to belong to ‘Ma. I think it’d mean a lot to her.”



Babs Seed’s eyes lit up, and she stared at the building across the street. “Wow, that’s pretty thoughtful of ya. I ain’t never gotten a present like that before. Or even been to that mall. Should be a blast, AJ. Thanks fer invitin’ me along.”



Applejack chuckled, then finished her drink. “Alright, well, we ain’t got much time, so let’s get going!”








Rainbow Dash shouldered the large box onto her back, taking a moment to carefully balance it. All of Rarity’s fearmongering about this big ticket item being out of stock by the time they got there was totally misplaced. There were plenty, and all she had to do was make it to the checkout.



Sure, she wouldn’t be able to fly while carrying it, and the crowds were pretty thick, but it wasn’t that far. It was just a matter of—



Something slammed into Rainbow Dash from the side, unbalancing her and causing her to topple over sideways.



“Ah, what the heck! Watch where you’re going!” Rainbow Dash shouted, quickly righting herself and looking around for the offender.



“Ah, sorry about that, lady,” a young pegasus colt said, with a bit of a thick accent. “Weren’t lookin’ where I was going. Won’t happen again, no worries.”



Before Rainbow Dash could even give the kid an earful, he was already gone, taking off into the air and zipping around into another aisle.



Grumbling, she shouldered the box once again and started making her way carefully through the crowd.



Maybe she should have grabbed a cart.








“I’ll take two tickets to Marespray, please!” Rarity announced as she stepped up to the booth.



“Mmm, yes.” The Unicorn manning the booth adjusted his monocle slightly, then levitated out a small token. “Here’s your number. When we reach your number, we will call for you three times. If you do not arrive, then your spot is line is forfeit.”



Rarity, blinked, then stared down at the token. It was engraved with the number one-hundred and fifty six. “Line? But…”



“Marespray is a very popular musical,” the unicorn said, sniffing haughtily. “But lines in a store such as this take up a lot of space and are rather uncultured. You may have a seat over there.”



She followed his gaze to the right, where a large lounge area was set up, and dozens of ponies sat on various cushions, all looking somewhat miserable.



“... I see. Thank you.”



Well, it only made sense that she would have to wait. Still, she could do it in relative comfort, and if she had a spot, it meant they probably weren’t sold out yet.



“Number forty three, please come forward.”








“Wow… there sure is a lot of cool stuff here,” Babs Seed said, eyes wide as she tried to take in every storefront at once.



Applejack chuckled, shaking her head. “Could fit half of Sweet Apple Acres in a building like this. Seems a bit excessive if ya ask me.”



“Woah, no way!” Babs Seed said, stopping in front of a large sign. “It says we can meet Santa Hooves! What the heck is he doing in a place like this?”



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “It ain’t actually…” She hesitated, noticing how excited the filly seemed to be at the idea. “Dunno if it’s actually Santa Hooves himself, but it’s probably at least one of his helpers.”



Babs Seed blushed slightly, dragging one hoof across the ground. “I don’t suppose, uh, we could stop to see him? If that’s actually him, maybe I got some stuff I want to talk to him about.”



“Well…” Applejack looked around the mall for a clock, but couldn’t find any in her line of sight. Still, it hadn’t been that long, and there was probably plenty of time left for a small detour. “Yeah, alright.



“Shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”








“That’ll be two hundred and ninety nine bits, Miss.”



Rainbow Dash puffed out her chest, then began to dig through her saddlebags. “Don’t worry, I’ve got your money right here.”



It hadn’t been easy, but she had been saving for months to afford it. Still, it would be totally worth it in the end; Scootaloo was going to absolutely flip out when she saw her present. And then probably do some actual, literal flips later, because if the ads were anything to go by, this scooter was enchanted with real cloud magic.



“Could you hurry it up?” the pony standing behind her in line said, tapping her hoof impatiently.



“Geez, hold your horses, Rainbow Dash said, rolling her eyes. I’ve just got to…” She frowned, then slipped her saddlebags off and began rooting through them in earnest. “I know I put it in here somewhere…”



That couldn’t be right. She had counted every coin specifically, carefully bagged them and placed them right here in her saddlebags. She wasn’t even able to find her spare change for general expenses while in Manehatten. What the heck was going on?



“Miss, if you can’t pay, please move along, there are customers waiting.”



“Just give me a second, It has to be somewhere, I definitely…”



Rainbow Dash’s eyes went wide, and her heart skipped a beat, feeling like she had just gotten kicked in the chest.



“That stupid kid!”








“Oh, and it is just absolutely fabulous. I’ve already seen Fiddler on the Hoof twice now! You should totally check it out if you find yourself in Manehatten again.”



Rarity nodded absentmindedly as the mare sitting next to her continued on with her conversation. Normally she would be more than glad to discuss musicals with anypony, even a complete stranger, but certain other problems were pulling at her attention.



“Excuse me, Darling,” Rarity said, standing up and fanning herself with a hoof for a second. “But I’m afraid I need to excuse myself to the little fillies room.”



She really shouldn’t have indulged in that extra Cafe Au Lait on the train.



“Oh, sure thing.” The mare frowned, then raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you worried they’re going to call your number?”



Rarity shook her head, smiling. “No worries. I’ve been counting. At the rate it’s been moving, there’s maybe ten, fifteen minutes before my number comes up. I won’t be long.”








Applejack tapped her hoof, growing increasingly unable to hold back her frustration. The line had moved excruciatingly slow, and while they were finally next in line, the chubby little colt who was currently talking with Santa had already asked for enough stuff to fill an entire barn, and then some.



The long wait hadn’t done anything to dampen Babs’ spirits though. The filly seemed almost nervous about it.



“Next,” the attendant finally said, lifting the divider.



Babs Seed approached slowly. “Uh… hey there, Santa. ‘Sup?”



The elderly stallion smiled down at her with warm eyes. “I’m quite well little miss, thanks for asking. Tell me, have you been a good little pony this year?”



“Uh, yeah, about that,” Babs Seed said, kicking at the ground and looking away. “Earlier this year, I was kind of a bit of a jerk. Things weren’t great for me, so I just took that out on others. But my cousins helped me see where I was doin’ wrong, and now I’ve been doing my best to turn over a new leaf. Does that still count?”



“I see, I see.” Santa Hooves said, nodding solemnly. “You can never erase the things you’ve done, but if you do your best to make it up to those you’ve hurt, and strive to bring friendship and light into the world, then yes, you are a good pony. So, tell, me, what would you like from me?”



“Cool, cool,” Babs said, looking back and forth. “LIsten, it’s a bit, uh, private, so can I just whisper it to you?”



Santa Hooves nodded, and Babs leaned in to whisper something into his ear. As she did, his expression slowly fell, until he let out a long sigh, shaking his head.



“I’m sorry, little one, but I’m afraid that isn’t something I can do for you. Ponies’ hearts are their own, and they are free to make their own decisions in life, no matter how much you dislike them.”



“I… I see,” Babs mumbled, sitting down next to Santa. “It’s cool, I kind of figured that was the answer anyway. Just wanted to check. If I can ask something else, then…” Babs spared a quick glance towards Applejack, then leaned in to whisper again.



Santa Hooves chuckled, a low deep rumble. “Now that, young miss, is something I think I can do.”








“There you are.”



Rainbow Dash dropped from from her perch in the rafters and dove with the grace of a falcon towards her target.



She landed directly in front of the pegasus colt from earlier as he skulked through the aisles, no doubt looking for other marks.



“Just give it back, kid, and we won’t have any problems,” Rainbow Dash growled, spreading her wings wide.



The kid’s eyes went wide and he took a step back. “Uh… I ain’t got any idea what you’re talking about, lady!”



“My wallet. Look, I know you snatched it earlier. I worked really hard for those bits.” There was a flash of fear in the colt’s eyes at her words, and she knew that she wasn’t just mistaken.



“Listen, lady,” he said, taking a few more steps back. “I think there’s been some kind of misunderstanding, and…” The kid’s eyes suddenly grew wider, and his lip began to tremble as he stared past Rainbow Dash at something behind her. “S-security, help! This strange mare is trying to foalnap me!”



Rainbow Dash swore under her breath, then spun around. “This little punk stole my wallet, and…”



There was nopony there.



When she turned back around, the kid was already gone, flying up towards the ceiling.



Rainbow Dash snorted. “You really think you can escape from me? You’ve got guts, kid, I’ll give you that.”



The chase was on in a flash. Through the open air, Rainbow Dash was nipping at his tail in a split second, but as soon as he reached the rafters, the dynamic changed. He was smaller and had a nimble agility that allowed him to dodge effortlessly between the beams, whereas her larger bulk and wingspan stole away most of her edge.



“Come on, just give it back!” Rainbow Dash yelled through gritted teeth. “It’s freaking Hearth’s Warming Eve for crying out loud, who goes around picking pockets at this time of year?”



“Maybe if you didn’t want it stolen you tourists shouldn’t be so easy to steal from,” the kid said, snickering under his breath as he weaved through the rafters.



They were matching pace, but Rainbow Dash could still control the battlefield, and she was quickly boxing him into a corner. There wasn’t anywhere he could escape, and if he tried to dive out of the rafters, she’d tackle him out of the air in a second.



The kid turned to her, grinned, then slipped out one of the small ventilation windows in the upper wall.



“Oh come on!” Rainbow Dash roared, pounding her hoof against the wall. The window was too tiny for her to squeeze through, but he had managed it just fine.



He hovered just outside and held up her stolen wallet, sticking his tongue out. Rainbow Dash lunged, stretching her hoof as far through the window as she could manage, but he dodged just out of reach then dropped, laughing all the way.








Rarity stared at herself in the bathroom mirror, taking a few seconds to straighten her hair with her magic.



She had expected long lines, but she must have lucked out, because this particular facility was completely empty. And so she still had a good eight minutes to get back and get a pair of tickets that she was sure would make Sweetie Belle’s eyes light up with the best kind of childish wonder and excitement.



As she made her way to the door, her ears picked up something. There was somepony sobbing softly in one of the bathroom stalls.



Rarity hesitated for only the briefest of moments before she turned back around and lightly knocked on the door. “Excuse me, dear. Are you alright in there?”



There were several more sobs, before a young voice finally squeaked out, “N-no…”



“Do you want to talk about it? I’m more than happy to listen. But this bathroom actually has a wonderful lounge in it, so you don’t just have to sit on the toilet if you don’t want to.”



There was a pause followed by some sniffling, and the stall slowly opened, revealing a gangly teenaged mare, mascara running down her face.



“There there,” Rarity muttered, leading her over to the couch and sitting her down. “Now, tell me what happened?”



She sniffed several more times, before succumbing to a fresh burst of tears. “My c-coltfriend just d-dumped me! We were going to s-spend the holidays together! W-who does that?”



She could almost swore she heard her number being called in the distance, but she put those thoughts firmly out of her mind as she did her best to comfort the heartbroken filly in front of her.








“So, what did ya ask him about anyway?” Applejack asked as they made their way through the mall.



Babs Seed rolled her eyes. “Geez, I said it was private and all. Give it a rest, will ya?”



Applejack chuckled. They still had at least about an hour to get to the estate sale, so not too much ground had been lost.



“... thanks, though,” Babs Seed mumbled. “For taking me with you and hanging out and stuff.”



“It ain’t no problem, Babs,” Applejack said. “We’re family, ain’t we?”



Babs Seed shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah, but you know how my mom and dad are. Especially this time of year. They’re too busy fighting over who gets me for the holidays to ever actually do anything with me.”



Applejack frowned, slowing her step. “Yeah, I guess there’s that. Ain’t always an easy situation t’deal with, I’m afraid. But if you ever need anything from me, lemme know and I’ll do the best I can.”



“Heh.” Babs Seed grinned, then threw her forelegs around Applejack’s neck in a quick hug. “You’re the best, Cuz.”








Lickity Split touched down on his loft, the adrenaline from the earlier chase beginning to fade. “I’m back! And we’re gonna eat like princesses tonight!”



Before he could even receive a response from inside, something slammed into him with the force of a speeding carriage, rolling him head over hooves until he found himself pinned. The mare he had robbed earlier stood over him, his wings securely under her hooves. Her face was shadowed by the darkness of the alley, but her eyes shone with the sort of murderous glint he had always imagined belonging to monsters in fairytales.



***



Rainbow Dash looked down at the whimpering colt she held pinned beneath her, his previous bravado having given way to sheer panic. “I don’t give up that easily. Just give me my money back, kid. Seriously, that’s all I want.”



“I…” the colt mumbled, trembling as his eyes darted back and forth. “Fine, I’ll give it back already! Just don’t—”



Something tugged lightly at Rainbow Dash’s tail, and she turned to see an even younger pegasus filly yanking on her tail with her teeth.



“Leave my brother alone!” the little filly growled pathetically around the strands of rainbow tail held firmly in her jaws.



“Isabelle, what do you think you’re doing!?” The kid yelled as he feebly struggled against the weight of the older mare. “Go hide!”



“I’m just trying to…” Rainbow Dash grumbled, flicking her tail. The motion threw the filly off of her, but she ended up taking some of her hairs with her and Rainbow Dash yelped in surprise, reaching back to rub at her flank.



The motion let the kid wriggle free, and he rolled out from under her, then positioned himself in front of his little sister, wings flared out, trying to make himself as intimidating as he could.



Rainbow Dash let out a sigh and rubbed at her temple. “Again, just want my money back.”



The filly pursed her lips and nudged her brother from behind, a slight whine present in her voice. “Don’t tell me you’ve been stealing again? One of these times you’re not going to come back…”



“What choice do I have!?” he snapped, not taking his eyes off of Rainbow Dash.



“Wait…” Rainbow Dash frowned, then turned to take a better stock of her surroundings. There was a large shipping crate up here furnished with blankets, pillows, and all manner of knick knacks and personal possessions. “Do you kids freaking live here by yourselves?”



“Yeah? What about it?”



Rainbow Dash bit her lip, and found her hooves trembling. It wasn’t fair. All she wanted to do was make a filly who looked up to her happy. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, right?



“Damnit!” Rainbow Dash roared, slamming her hoof into the side of the crate with a loud metallic clang, causing both kids to jump backwards. “Freaking homeless kids, of all things? Come on!”  Then she took off straight up into the air, leaving her wallet behind.








Rarity made her way back towards the booth. The trials and tribulations of young love were always tumultuous, but there was a certain charm to them that she could never resist. It was why it was the focus of so many great epics, after all.



But real life was seldom so over the top and dramatic. Some ponies found love, some merely got hurt, and would have to grow stronger as they picked up the pieces.



Still, not all hope for her own situation was lost. She had missed her number, but there should still be a chance for her to pick up another number and wait again.



As she approached the attendant, he held up a hoof, shaking his head. “I’m afraid no new numbers are being given out, Miss. This booth will be closing in fifteen minutes.



Rarity blinked. “Closing? That’s not right. It’s not even six yet. The store doesn’t close till seven.”



The attendant sniffed, then levitated up a pocket watch, showing it to her. “I’m afraid whatever clock you’re running off of is wrong. It is fifteen minutes to seven.”



“That can’t be…”



Icy horror sunk into Rarity’s heart as she realized that she had forgotten to account for the one hour time difference between Ponyville and Manehattan. Which meant that not only had her mistake ruined her own chances, but that Rainbow Dash and Applejack…








Applejack and Babs stood side by side as they watched the gates being lowered over the estate sale. It looked like it had mostly been cleaned out, anyway.



“... I’m real sorry,” Babs Seed mumbled, looking away. “I didn’t think it’d take so long.”



“It’s fine,” Applejack said, sighing. “Sometimes things just don’t work out the way you’re hoping. Come on, it’s getting late. You should be getting home.”



They walked together in silence for some time until Babs suddenly blurted out, “I think they do.”



“What’s that now?”



“I think things do work out the way you're hoping. Maybe not right away, but eventually they will. All that stuff about karma, y’know?”



Applejack shrugged. “Guess you could be right, but we’ll have to wait and see.”








The trio sat around a table in the cafe, all of them looking generally miserable.



“I'm guessing from the fact that y‘all look so glum,” Applejack said, idly stirring her straw through her drink, “that it didn’t work out for you two either.”



Rainbow Dash just groaned and slammed her head into the table.



“It’s… not the end of the world, right?” Rarity asked, her voice a little higher pitched than normal. “I mean, sure, it’s not the perfect gift for Sweetie Belle given at the perfect time, but there will be other occasions for me to get musical tickets. As for Hearth’s Warming Eve, well, I can think of a lot of toys she’d really enjoy... even if she would get bored with them in a month.”



Applejack chuckled ruefully. “Apple Bloom’s much th’same. Probably would like a good toy better than some sentimental garbage anyway. She’s still just a kid, after all. It’s what we get for trying to do this all at the last minute.”



Rainbow Dash groaned again, slamming her head into the table several more times.








“To a good party!”



Applejack, Rarity, and Rainbow Dash raised their glasses of eggnog and clinked them together.



Scootaloo tore into her wrapping paper, ripping open the box with a frenzy. 



“See? It wasn’t so bad,” Rarity said, smiling. “I mean, really. Snow outside, a warm fire inside. Friends, family, good food, good drink. Thats what this holiday is really all about, right?”



“No way!” Scootaloo cried out, lifting up a light blue helmet with Rainbow Dash’s cutie mark. “This is totally awesome!”



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You just got her a ‘you’ helmet?”



Rainbow Dash shrugged, grinning. “What could possible be cooler?”



Scootaloo frowned, turning it around in her hooves. “How come the cutie mark is only on one side?”



“Because,” Rainbow Dash said, ruffling Scootaloo’s hair with a hoof, “whenever you get your cutie mark, we’ll have it emblazoned on the other side.”



“Wow…” Scootaloo mumbled. Her eyes were wide, and glistening with unshed tears. She threw herself at Rainbow Dash, wrapping her forelegs around her in a tight hug.“You’re the best!”



“I know, I know.”



Rarity let out a long sigh. “I almost feel like we’re getting shown up here.”



Apple Bloom pulled out a small letter from beneath the tree, holding it in her teeth. “Hey, what’s this one here? It’s addressed to the three of you.”



Applejack frowned, taking the letter. Like her sister had said, it was addressed to ‘Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Rarity’.



“Doesn’t say who it’s from,” Applejack mumbled, opening the letter and unfolding the paper within. The others both leaned in to read over her shoulder.



Dear Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Rarity.




I hope you and your families are all having a wonderful Hearth’s Warming Eve.




This is normally the part where I explicitly reiterate the moral lesson you all learned from your shopping experience the other day in Manehattan, but I won’t patronize you. You’re all smart ponies. You know exactly what you did, why you did it, and you’d do it again without a moment’s hesitation. You’re all shining examples of ponykind.




Sometimes, life doesn’t work out the way we want it to. Sometimes, no matter how hard we try, we just don’t end up getting what we want, but sometimes we do. Sometimes all it takes is a kind word, a generous donation, or simple company to set things on the right path once again.




And if you three can accomplish such feats without even batting an eye, surely an old man like myself can lift a hoof now and again?




Your friend,




S.H.




P.S. The ponies you helped will be fine.


P.P.S.: Check the barn.




The three older sisters turned to look at each other, then back at the letter several times, before they quickly grabbed their scarves and headed out the door.



“Hey, where are you going?” Sweetie Belle asked, jumping up to try and see the letter. “What’d it say? Wait up!”



***



“Well I’ll be,” Applejack mumbled, taking off her hat and resting it over her heart.



There was a stack of presents in the center of the barn reaching up to the ceiling. Some of them, she knew in her heart, were the presents they had already tried and failed to get, but the extras? Well, they’d just have to open them and find out.
      

      
   
      Cold as Starlight


      

      
      
         Luna stood in the alcove, watching the wafts of dust as the shone in the slivers of light piercing the slatted panels. The shifting shadows beyond and above caused the lances of her sister’s warmth to dance about her, sometimes drifting across her wings, or settling for a moment upon her muzzle. At rare moments, the frozen cloud of her breath would be illuminated like a lantern from a passing beam. The indistinct voice of the announcer sounded, a prelude to a swelling cheer from the amassed crowd that she could not yet see. There would be few ponies, she knew, a fact for which she was grateful. Only her tiny contingent of honor guard, Pegasi all, the ambassador, and perhaps tourists no greater in number than her hooves.



In her mind, Luna played out her dance: how to twist, how to lift, the sway of balance and the precise ballet of limb and barrel and head. She pictured the field, her partner across her, their moves driving and driven by each other, a perfect interplay of form.



Ponies, Luna thought, were not made for fighting.








“A pony isn’t made to fight,” said Selene, to the larger of the Apples. “It is obvious, is it not? We have no sharp talons, no teeth, no bony appendages to crush nor horns to maim. Ponies are runners. I have heard of ponies running for days with scarce any rest, and those who are Pegasi are even further gifted with speed.” The Apple gave a subconscious glance down towards her wings, splayed out to stabilize the crate of wings on her small back. “Even Unicorns, with their magic, and you Earth Ponies with your might will choose to flee en masse when threatened.”



Apple Tart, that was his name. 



“It is not immediately apparent,” Selene continued, “as we as a race have adopted the techniques and traditions of cultivation and habitation. We are no longer free-roaming across the expanse of the world, there are now cities and fields and the idea of a fixed home. However, when stressed, it is rare to find a pony who will not flee – perhaps to another city, to a friend’s home, to a loved one, to a familiar place. In a grander case, particularly in the short-term, ponies will congregate and move, at least once. The adoption of fixed habitation and the concept of possession of territory will compel us on a cognitive level to return and defend, as evinced by the guardsponies, but this in truth runs contrary to our intrinsic nature. Psychologically and physically, we are fundamentally unfit for combat.”



She stamped a hoof to emphasize the point. The crate of apples on her back shifted and she lost her balance, caught only by the massive hoof.



“Careful, there, little’un. How about you do a bit less thinking about what a pony ain’t and ain’t not fit for, and focus a bit more on your chores while you’re doin’ ‘em, mm?” Apple Tart gave an amused rumble that passed for his laugh.








The door before Luna swung wide, the onslaught of light matched only by the eruption of a cheer from thousands. She struck her regal bearing instantly, marching forward with a steady step and head high, more than vaguely aware of the additional weight that rested upon her forehead. About that there was nothing to be done. She unfurled her massive wings and stepped forward, her dark coat absorbing the illumination as she poured into the arena. The volume of the cheering only increased as she was subsumed by and then surpassed the entry, into the pit of sand of a coliseum.



Encircling the expanse was a sea of faces, too many to take it at once. Dozens upon dozens of rows, rising up that all who desire can be granted a view to the field. Just as they were awash under the sunlight, so was Luna washed in their voices. She scanned them all, then turned her attention ahead, to the distant side, where another figure was making its own entrance.



Her opponent was making much greater a show, flaring his gigantic wings to the cheers, bobbing his head or throwing it back, flashing his pristine plumage. He was larger than Luna had anticipated, fully a match for her own size. She could not help but take notice of his talons.



Forward they proceeded, toward the center of the great oval of the arena. Breaking through the incoherent din, the announcer continued to cry in their language, inciting the mass to an even greater fervor. Luna was adequately familiar with the tongue that she could identify the generalities of the message. Dark, stoic and unflinching, the god sent to fall: the Mare of the Moon. The bright and flamboyant: the champion of the People.



The harbinger of glory reclaimed for the People, Sir Dupaul Goutin, Noble Ascendant of Aerie d’Aix-en-Foix.








Time spent dining with her sister was time always cherished by Celestia. This was rarely spoken plainly, but it was from time to time mentioned in one form or another.  It was also expressed in the silence of the meal: discussion would be soft and personal, with the affairs of state left to other chambers and less precious moments. It was by unspoken consent only that the great preponderance of such times took place following the sunrise.



By unfortunate corollary, the precious nature of such simple moments was sullied all the further when matters of governance or politics found their way to the table.



Luna was acutely aware that her sister had such unfortunate business on her mind. Such was the effect of being an immortal creature, even accounting for a millennium apart. It was only a learned grace that kept Luna from inquiring directly, as she so desired, and kept to distract herself with the delicious scones as her sister found the words. In fairness, the pastries were adequately delectable that such a task did not mistake itself for a chore. Luna chewed slowly, savoring both the flavor and texture of the flaky dough, the glow of the morning sunlight making its presence known against her back and neck and wings.



“What do you know of the griffins, sister?”



Luna swallowed delicately, patiently – politely – before answering. “As much as has been necessary. To be honest, I am grateful that our dealings with the hegemony has been as scant and amiable as one could hope. Why do you ask?”



“You have received no reports, then? Nothing noteworthy?”



“None that would draw our attention.”



Celestia watched her carefully. Luna pretended to be unaware of the scrutiny.



“Then,” said Celestia, “you have yet to learn of a declaration from the Highmarch? I was to understand it was delivered early in your session of Night Court.” Luna shrugged and indicated she was chewing and could not politely answer. “Does a declaration to the effect of claiming expansive tracts of Equestrian soil come as a surprise to you?”



At length, Luna swallowed. “‘Tis presumptuous and prattle.”



“It is tantamount to a declaration of war.”



“Good,” said Luna. “Let them wear themselves out and the status quo shall prevail.”



“Luna…” Celestia sighed. “Luna, playing the long game is not acceptable. Our little ponies will never accept apparent complacency.”



“I fail to see why not. They trust you implicitly. Place those territories under my tenancy and defer fault to my poor judgement. In the end, what is a century or two? There is nothing done by mortals that we cannot undo.”



Celestia sagged and lifted a hoof to the bridge between her eyes. “Luna… What if Twilight, or one of your Ponyville friends, lived in those territories?”



“Then they would be to evacuate. There is more than adequate territory to absorb refugees. They would establish a new home in no more than three years, I would anticipate.”



“Luna you are missing the point.” Celestia drew herself up and walked around the table to settle against her sister. “That is not how our little ponies think. They treasure their homes. They treasure their lives and their friends.”



Luna frowned. “If the point of this debate is to elucidate my disjointed frame of reference to all other creatures excepting yourself, I fail to understand why you befoul this morning to address such a topic.”



Celestia brushed Luna’s cheek with her own, and Luna returned the gesture.



“No, Luna, I confess that is not the reason. As I’m sure you have already anticipated, I will not accept your first choice to wait out the proverbial storm. Our ponies expect a direct response, and I wish to discuss with you our options. Unfortunately, our opportunities are few, and none are satisfactory.”



“You are thinking militarily.”



“I am. I have sent couriers to respond, seeking a diplomatic envoy to discuss parley, but, if I – and you, I’m sure – are reading the situation correctly, an occupation force is already being outfitted along the frontier. It is likely they will descend in the full of winter, barely months from now.”



“You presume what they seek foremost is territory?”



Celestia nodded. “I do.”



“Perhaps you are mistaken. We shall discover, upon the return of your couriers, though I suspect their goal is not mere territory. They have fared well enough, lavishly even by their standards, for generations. I propose the Highmarch, or perhaps one or two adequately zealous and charismatic Nobles, instead seeks recognition. Too long have they sat quietly in their aeries, under-appreciated, content in the tales of past glories.” Luna collected another scone and took a bite. It was perfect. “I have reviewed the history of my abeyance, they must know the might we can amass against them if adequately moved. You forget they think individually.”



Celestia stared at her, becoming aware of what Luna was implying. “Luna, you cannot be serious. From an attitude of oblique pacifism to...”



“I am!” Luna turned, beaming, an oddly vicious simple on her lips. “I will champion Equestria, giving the Nobles their glory and an opportunity to save face!”








Luna and Sir Dupaul met in the center, separated by some ten meters. At such a distance, even for her, it was difficult not to admire him. Bereft of armor or armaments save what his body supplied, his form was immaculate. The sunlight danced on his ivory plumage, tiny licks of light playing off of the daggers of a moustache adorning his beak. Beneath the feathers and fur was a fully-muscled form in the prime of life, both bulked and toned. The forelegs flowed down into vicious talons, the hulking rear legs ending in paws that were each as large as her own Cutie Mark. His tail lashed in controlled excitement, each motion sending a curiously enticing ripple across his hindquarters. She assessed his reach, his strength, the limits of flexibility of both his joints and his spirit. As closely as his eyes followed her, Luna could only presume he was taking similar stock.



As one, they spread their wings and bowed to one another, a hush falling over the throng. A turn, and the bowed again towards the Pribnow Box – what Luna had been informed where the attending Highmarch Nobles and the Equestrian ambassador would be seated – and once more to the opposing stands. Each bow was accompanied with a hush that bordered on reverent, only for the cheers to swell again.



One more bow to each other, a step away, and the horns sounded. 



Dupaul immediately launched himself into the air, claws forward, the frozen air swirling against the sand. He hovered, then jinked left, then right. Luna watched, unmoving for this, then took to her own wings with a gout of air. Ponies weren’t made to fight. Speed would be her primary advantage here, and altitude would give her speed. But she could not pass the high banner, with its pennants whipping in the unsheltered gale above.








Luna sat obediently in the phaeton, imagining the landscape and clouds being carried past her. The wind had already begun to take a chill as they flew northwest, to where the prairied plateaus and steppe met the ice-splintered peaks.



“…And that’s pretty much all they’ve shared with us,” said First Contact, an aide to the ambassador to the Highmarch hegemony. “It’s enough to get on with our day-to-day affairs, but, I’ll be honest, Your Highness, they’re kind of a proud lot. Don’t like others poking around in their business, and especially not us ponies. Dunno if it’s because we’re more influential than them, or if it’s just because they still think of us as ‘prey.’” She chuckled, trying to sell it as a joke.



“Let us hope,” said Luna, “that it is the former. Review the terms for the duel, if you would. Have the stipulations been augmented?”



Contact paged through the binder before stopping at a flamboyantly-penned sheet.



“Let’s see… Single combat in the grand arena. Apologies, Your Highness, I don’t think ponies can pronounce its name. Uh, held before the collected peoples of all greater and lesser aeries, tourney trumpet sounding on the stroke of high noon. No arms nor armor, and, naturally, you are to be handicapped with a magic suppression device on your horn.”



That elicited a chuckle from one of the Pegasi drawing the phaeton. “Yeah, if you wanna challenge a god, make sure she can’t do god-like magic while you’re fighting her. That way it’s fair!”



Inappropriate thought it may have been, Luna couldn’t help but crack a smile of her own at the barb. “Peace, my noble Fleetfoot. I shall defeat them on their own terms.”



“Yeah, yeah. And what’s that about no armor? I thought they would be all over that stuff. Or… whatever.”



“As a matter of course, they do,” First Contact explained. “Though in honor duels they have a propensity to eschew it for some reason. Maybe because it should be more about the combatants than the armorer? I can’t really say, ponies rarely get involved in such affairs.”



“Indeed,” Luna said. “Furthermore, armoring in the setting of a duel serves a danger to both sides. One must strike harder and at more sensitive targets to exact damage, and deformed metal serves as a significant risk to both opponent and the one who wears it.”



“Oh, I guess that makes sense…”



“Your Highness,” said Contact, “no disrespect intended, but there is a stipulation in these terms… Your Highness, there is a clause exonerating both parties in the case of death. Is this a duel to the death?”



“‘Tis a formality, only. ‘Tis a traditional term of honor duels amongst the griffins. Also practical, in that, should the unthinkable occur, ‘twill likely stay further diplomatic complications in the quest for vengeance.”



Luna carefully failed to mention that her meaning of ‘diplomatic complications’ likely equated to the slaughter of all pony attendees to the duel and a total war campaign against the Equestrian heartland. Though she did ponder idly where the griffins managed to construct and test a device capable of inhibiting – or at the least annulling – alicorn magic.








Around the arena the pair flew. Circling each other or giving chase to gauge reaction, they wove around one another and amongst the scattered stone spires, occasionally drifting over the stands to particularly enthusiastic cheers.



Like Pegasi, griffins were difficult to imagine as having a difficult relationship with the air. A race of predators, they were. For all the force and savagery their body could impart, the innate strength of a griffin was his ability to ambush his prey, espying the target at great range and pouncing undetected from the air. It came as no surprise to Luna, then, that Sir Dupaul flew with a grace in keeping his position. Dupaul knew the air, and his wings carried him through it with practiced ease.



Luna, however, loved the air. Where Dupaul’s flight was smooth and efficient, Luna was effortless and immaculate. This was fully a spectacle, and she intended to put on a show. She slowed for a moment and Dupaul put on a burst of speed and charged. Luna jinked at the last moment, curled in a split-S, building speed, her eyes following Dupaul’s track, and continued her arc down and back to vertical. Her wings pumped and she went up and up and up, corkscrewing evenly alongside the titanic spire that held the pennant up high. In a direct line Dupaul closed again, targeting her at the apex.



 Luna winked enough that only he could see and flashed her wings, sending herself beneath him at the final moment, looping under and over, then diving down towards the earth once again. The crowd cheered, equal parts laughter and indignant roars. Luna watched the emotions playing across Dupaul’s visage as they descended. He nodded in acquiescence of her flamboyant evasion. Luna did not smile. The griffins thought her a monster, cold as starlight. She had decided before departing for the hegemony that she would disabuse them only of the former notion if she had any choice.



Dupaul banked into an intercept, using his uninterrupted speed to close distance. Again, Luna spun at the last moment in a clean evasion, just out of reach of his claws. His wings flared to brake and he spun, attempting to catch Luna before she could change her track again. With little room to maneuver, Luna decided to feign sluggishness and use her momentum, jabbing her forehooves out into his outstretched talons, jarring his limbs as she swung around him like a pendulum. In passing, she tucked a wing and struck out with the bony joint directly into Dupaul’s wing socket, wielding her twisting momentum both into the strike and dampening it at the same time. For her efforts, Dupaul’s wing shuddered and froze. Pulling away, she felt a coldness pierce one of her forelimbs as a talon finally closed and found purchase. She didn’t have to look to know a gash now ran down the end of her cannon. They separated, inertia carrying them apart. The ocean of people roared.



They were far from crippling blows, both, but they were significant. With a wing that was no longer fully responsive, Luna would have much greater dominance of the airspace. With her leg, she now had a more sensitive target at longer range, a potential opening for a more dangerous attack. Unfortunately for Luna, a damaged wing meant Dupaul would likely not charge her in the air, resulting in a more defensive approach. She cursed herself for not considering the implications before striking, as he was now, contradictorily, a much more dangerous target on the wing.



“Is that the best Equestria’s champion can do?” Dupaul jeered, loud and defiant. “First blood is mine, Mare of the Moon! How will you answer?” The crowd erupted to his words.



Grudgingly, Luna spiraled to the sand of the arena, maintaining distance from her opponent. She would let him come to her. She splayed her limbs and lowered her head, a challenging pose. A spread of warmth on her forehead reminded her that she was instinctively channeling her magic, the device affixed to her horn converting it into thermal entropy. She refused to look down at the burgeoning sting that was the wound on her leg.



Dupaul followed, swooping low, then arcing up in a pounce, talons and beak flashing. Luna feinted towards his weakened wing, saw him twist to intercept, then spun to the opposite side beneath his attack. Again her wing-knuckles launched out into the other wing socket, and she continued to whirl – an instant bought, her hind legs came to bear, her slowest and most powerful weapons, and flashed them against his side, hooves making contact as his talons caught his mass on the earth, collapsing his shoulder and the wing with a crushing blow.



A roar swelled from the throng as Dupaul skittered across the sand, barely managing to keep from tumbling over himself, tail lashing. His eyes flashed with pain and fury. Luna simply watched. His leg was still dangerous, but the wing was pulled tight against his body, obviously misaligned. Unless he became desperate – desperate enough to force himself through the pain to use it – his left wing was no longer a tool to him.



“It will take more than that to stop me, Pony,” said Dupaul, spitting the final word with loathing. 



They circled slowly, Dupaul tracing the wider circle opposite Luna. She could run, she could fly. She could evade him until he wore himself to exhaustion, much akin to the realities of her existence. That was not, however, the point, in this moment. She had to meet him, on his terms. She had suggested it. So, she would wait for him.



She drooped a wing slightly, feigning distraction. As she expected, Dupaul noticed and immediately launched himself forward. Luna backpedaled a step, buying herself distance to watch his attack. He gave a swipe with each talon, both dodged with what she gave to appear as panicked steps. His right wing flashed forward to strike. A feint. Luna played along, ducking her head and shifting her own wing to counter strike when she anticipated his wing would land. A talon rose up sharply, darting towards her lowered muzzle. Even as her own wing moved to meet his wrist before contact, the sand for two meters flashed into steam as a flood of instinctive shield magic passed into the inhibitor. The wash of heat further startled Dupaul, his strike stalling, and Luna’s counterattack landed in a joint between the talons.



Dupaul snarled in anger, his head darting forward to use his beak. Luna dodged to the side. A flurry of talons was again evaded, and she pulled out of distance. The sting in her own leg swelled again, and she could not stop herself from looking down at the now four gashes that ran its length, smearing the entire limb with blood.








Perfect Form frowned at Luna in disapproval. “What brings thee here in such a state, my esteemed pupil?”



Luna huffed. “What ever brings me to your dojo. I wish to dance.”



“You are drunk, Selene.”



“Call me not that!” Luna snapped. “I hate it when she calls me that, why cannot you use the name I want? Why can’t she?”



“The matter remains… Luna. You wish to dance while you art impaired.”



“I do not become drunk, sensei. Forsooth, am I to return to the reception? To all of them? To her? Why dost think I departed and came hence!”



Perfect continued to frown, but nodded. “If you insist, I will dance with you. But if you falter or fail my direction I will dismiss you for a week, is that understood.”



Luna sucked air sullenly. “…Yes, sensei.”



“Very well. Take position. We will begin with the forty-eight form.”



Luna opened her mouth to demur, but caught herself. “Yes, sensei.”



In unison, they danced. Step, spread, turn. Spider Eats Grass. Flash, tuck under, lift. Spread, Up and Hammer Down. Through the practiced motions they flowed, movements nearly perfectly synchronized, even if the hardwood floor felt like quicksand. Then they did so again, and a third time. Perfect managed to keep her astonishment hidden behind a severe countenance.



“Good,” said Perfect, after the fourth repetition. You have retained your balance, at least. Your transitions remain crude, and your movement are disjointed. You are blocking your power.”



“I know that,” Luna growled.



“Dost thou?” Perfect Form lifted an eyebrow, switching to familiar pronouns.



Luna sucked again, lips pursed, impetuous.



“Very well, Luna. I will not deny thee. Let us dance, then.”



They danced for real. Motions started slow, each move answered with an absorption or redirection or counteraction. Move by move, they accelerated. The soft padding of the initial strikes soon became smacks and sharp, staccatoed slaps. Luna took full advantage of her extra limbs, whirling her wings into the slightest opening. Hoof, push, duck. Punch, weave, double strike, drop, lift. Spread, Up and Hammer Down. Faster and faster they moved, full force flowing. Each strike that Perfect landed was answered twice over for the insult, faster and harder they danced. A final twist and an opening presented itself, Luna punched out hard and sent her sensei tumbling. Only a breath later did Luna recognize what she had done, and horror struck her harder than any punch.



“Sensei –!” She started to move for her, to help, but Perfect Form held up a hoof, carefully gathering herself to stand. Luna stopped instantly.



“I think dost understand, now, Selene. Only thy body is drunk; thine art angry.”








A great roar boomed from the stands as another series of blows were exchanged. Dupaul swiped, Luna dodged and jabbed, keeping at greater distance, where she could maneuver. Her leg burned with every movement, the her neck and withers protesting from their own collection of battery. With each pass, she slowed herself, only by a fraction. Make him think she is exhausted, lure him into overextending.



“Your time is ending, Pony. Yield. There is no shame in submitting to a predator.”



Luna jabbed in response, weaving into Spider Eats Grass and away. For all the danger and damage, she was enjoying this moment. This dance.



“Yield, Pony. You have fought well, but you must know how this will end.”



Ponies weren’t made for fighting. 



She buffeted him with a lightning strike from her wing, more to enrage him further than exact damage. Dupaul flinched. Luna closed the distance in a flash, propelling herself forward with legs and wing, closing the distance in an instant.



Two jabs lashed out in a lunge, smashing down as she caught herself, brought her head in and bit down savagely on his beak, torquing low into Spider Eats Grass. Dupaul’s legs collapsed, unable to support them both from his attempted counterattack, and his chest struck the ground hard. Spread, Up and Hammer Down, Luna lifted and brought a wing forward, pinning his leg. Her cannon rocketed up, the knuckle joint colliding against his ribcage. One, two, three times she struck within a single heartbeat. Four, five, six, seven, eight, her onslaught continued, jackhammering her leg into his chest. He thrashed to defend himself, to escape, but was pinned. Luna drove them both forward, rear legs running as her foreleg hit again and again and again.



He pulled hard, and Luna released him. Dupaul flung himself backward in reckless abandon, limbs splayed in shock at the sudden momentum. Luna’s leg speared forward in a punch, followed by her wing, as her body spun about. Her barrel twisted, her hindquarters aligned, and her hooves flew.



The moment froze in silence as her hooves broke through the air. Dupaul’s eyes quavered as he saw the two shapes spearing directly towards his head. When – there was no if – they landed, it would be over.



The strike tapped Dupaul’s beak with the lightest of touches, and his inertia carried him over his tail and smashed backwards into the sand. A jeering, hissing roar erupted from the crowd.



Luna turned about and marched towards him as he scrambled back, foreleg and wing tucked against his ruined ribs. For tens of meters they processed, before the words were spoken.



“Yield,” Dupaul managed. “Yield, yield, yield…”



Luna stopped and bowed. Shaking, he returned the gesture.



The horns sounded, soon lost in the voices of thousands.



Luna thought she might impart some words of wisdom to the Noble Ascendant. A reminder of the accord surrounding this duel. Her sister might have wished such an act, to ensure the peace. Luna did not, however. She saluted the stands, the Highmarch, and turned. Let them remember her as the Mare of the Moon; as cold as starlight. Far better to shape the future with reputation than any understanding with nobility.



Live for the moment though she may, it was the long game that Luna played.
      

      
   
      Dubious Enchantment


      

      
      
         Old Gob stood up from his stool as if his joints felt rustier than the creaking hinges of the door up front. It took a long time to get that door creak right. For a while he experimented with a little bell, which did let him know when he had a customer, but lacked the ominous tone he was going for. In the same way, Gob wasn't really all that old, and had no problem with his joints beyond the stiffness that came with sitting behind a cash register all day. But he was too short to loom properly, and never could get the hang of sidling, so the only option was a creeping, elderly gait. The brand started with him, after all, and branding was important. 



Take the dust. It made him sneeze, but who really wanted to buy a shiny new skull, or a clean and well kept tome? Dust, heavy incense, flickering candlelight, shelves of jumbled objects with a few of the exotic, higher price point items kept in an even more cluttered back room. It was all part of the appeal of a mysterious shop that appeared and disappeared without warning. He was selling more than enchanted items of a dubious nature, he was selling an experience. 



Gob made his way to the door, his greasy black mane partially obscuring a gray face that wasn’t nearly as gnarled as he would have liked. The mane was a bit annoying, between that and the flickering candlelight it would have been hard to maneuver around the larger items if he didn’t know the shop like the back of his hoof. He turned the sign that hung in the foggy front window from Open to Closed, then reached over to lock the door.



The lock glowed magenta and wouldn’t budge. Then the door opened, and a purple hoof wedged in, followed by a purple face with a horn on top. 



“We’re closed,” he said, offering a frown that he hoped was dark enough to make up for his smooth features.



“Oh no you aren’t.” The mare narrowed her eyes. “Do you think I don’t know what this place is? Soon as you close, it’s going to disappear. And I’m not letting you go until my friend gets a refund.”



“No refunds,” Gob snapped, trying to push the door closed. But as he did, the whole door glowed magenta and creaked open, shoving him back into the store. 



He blinked, the purple unicorn was, in fact, an alicorn. And with her was the pink earth pony he’d sold a selection of trinkets to earlier. Gob snorted, he’d given Miss Pie a discount, too, for being so enthusiastic about the shop. Behind them stood four other ponies, none of them looking very pleased. 



“Yes refunds!” Pinkie said. “You sold me a bunch of bad, creepy, magic stuff!”



“Of course I did. That’s what I sell.” Gob motioned around the shop. “And as the sign by the register clearly states, I do not give refunds.”



“I’m sure we can be reasonable about this. I’m Twilight Sparkle,” she said with a smile. “And my friend Pinkie Pie didn’t realize what kind of shop this was.”



Gob looked around. The skulls and unsettling idols of lost tribes were still on the shelves. The candlelight still flickered. There were a sufficient number of cobwebs about, in his expert opinion. And he was sure the shop had appeared at the end of a lonely side street just that morning. He raised an eyebrow at Princess Twilight. 



“I’ve been meaning to get a raven, but short of that, I’m not sure what else you expect me to do.”



The yellow pegasus smiled, her face lighting like a tzohar stone. “Oh, I have a raven you could—”



“Fluttershy!” Princess Twilight snapped, and Fluttershy slunk back behind her mane. Then the princess turned back to Gob. “You could have mentioned she was buying a bunch of cursed items.”



“Dubiously enchanted. And I’ve tried that, but it was bad for business. I think ponies expect an aspect of discovery in a shop like this.” He nodded towards where the blue pegasus was poking at the black armor of Knightshade the Mad with the tip of a hoof.



Princess Twilight’s horn glowed, and the pegasus was yanked away from the armor by her multi-colored tail. 



“I was just looking!” she protested.



“Applejack, could you please make sure everypony keeps her hooves to herself in here?” Princess Twilight said to the orange pony directly behind her.



“Will do.” Applejack nodded and eyed her companions. 



Once again, the princess returned her attention to Gob. “As for you, the reason ponies won’t buy things from you when you tell them they’re cursed is that ponies don’t want to buy cursed items.”



Gob shook his head. “Somepony created the items of dubious enchantment, didn’t they?”                                                                              



“Well, yes, but—”



“Then there’s a market, however niche it may be. So it’s just a matter of finding my customer. It’s simple business management.” He leaned against an old throne carved with a long litany in what may or may not have been the dark tongue of Maredor.



“Well Pinkie Pie is not your customer,” Princess Twilight insisted, eyeing the throne suspiciously. “In fact, nopony in Ponyville is your customer.”



“Once again, I believe you’re mistaken. I’ve done surveys, you see. My customer is curious, a bit naive, impulsive—”



Applejack cut in. “What Twilight is sayin’ is Pinkie don’t want the stuff ya’ sold her, and she wants her bits back. Got it?”



“Yes, I understand.” He nodded, then turned to walk back to his counter. “No refunds.”



He felt something grab his tail and stop him. He turned back to see it caught in the princess’s magenta magic. Her eyes narrowed and nostrils flared.



“Look. I don’t think you understand the day I’ve had thanks to you…”



 




“Hey, Twilight, I brought you a present!” Pinkie grinned, bumping something off her back next to where Twilight sat on a pillow in the castle library, engrossed in a book on cartographic spells. 



Twilight glanced at it, noticed the book-like shape of the blue package with the pink ribbon, and smiled. “Thanks! Do you mind if I wait to open it? I’m almost done finding the last of the spells we’ll need to map the first sector of the Everfree Forest.”



“Whenever you want! I was surprised because found this neat shop where there’s never been a shop there before! Or maybe it was a secret, because it was kind of hidden at the end of an alley. Oh, I know, it was a secret surprise! So I was looking around, and I decided to buy secret surprises for all of my friends, and the pony there said he had all kinds of secret surprises. Secret surprises are the best, don’t you think?”



“Uh-huh.” Twilight floated her quill to make note of a page number. 



“Well, I won’t bug you, I have other presents to give out. Have fun with your present!”



“I will, thanks!” Twilight said, giving Pinkie a smile as she pranced out the door. 



About twenty minutes later, Twilight finished her notations and noticed the package again. She picked it up in her magic and smiled. It was just like Pinkie to buy presents for everypony for no real reason. She untied the bow and neatly removed the wrapping paper, then sneezed.



The tome — it seemed to turn up its nose at being classified as a mere book — was dusty and beaten. It was hoofbound in some dark material, and the pages were thick and unevenly cut. She used a hoof to brush some of the dust off the cover.



“The Neighcronomi— NOPE!” Her eyes widened and she shoved the tome all the way across the library with her magic.



“Oh no, nope, bad bad bad.” Twilight's eyes darted around for someplace safe to store it until a suitable lead lined, magically sealed, padlocked, buried and forgotten prison could be found for it. Her magic opened a desk drawer and shoved the tome inside. Then she  made the front of the drawer disappear, leaving only blank wood so it couldn’t be opened again. Then she turned the desk around, so that even if there had been a drawer there it would have been inaccessible. Finally, she hurried out of the library, locking the door behind her. 



“Spike!” she yelled, her voice echoing through the castle. 



Spike stuck his head out of the kitchen. “Yeah?”



Twilight paced back and forth in front of the library door. “Do not go in the library. Whatever you do. And don’t let anypony else in the library. In fact, don’t even think about the library. And send a letter to Princess Celestia telling her that I’m going to need a class five containment vessel for a book of dark magic. But don’t even think about that either!”  



By that time, Spike was standing in the hallway, staring at Twilight with a raised eyebrow. “How’d you get something like that?”



“Pinkie gave it to me! She said she found some shop… at the end of a dark alley that had never been there before! Ugh! I should’ve known! And she has presents for the rest of the girls. I have to go!” Twilight started to run off, but she skidded to a stop on the polished stone floor. She turned around and called back. “Remember! There is no library!”



“There’s still a kitchen, right?” Spike called back, but Twilight had already taken off running again. 



Once outside the castle, Twilight glanced around. The town seemed to be free of obvious disasters or eldritch horrors for the time being, so she started towards Sweet Apple Acres. She wasn’t sure what kind of present Pinkie might have given to Applejack, she assumed it wasn’t a book of dark magic, but whatever it was she hoped AJ had enough sense to leave it alone.



She crossed the bridge leaving Ponyville, and her hopes were dashed as she saw Big Mac barreling towards her at full speed. He stopped in front of her.



“Twilight, it’s AJ, come quick,” he panted.



She hurried her pace, Mac right beside her. “What happened?” 



“Pinkie gave her a magic apple. Supposed to bring her true love,” he explained as they moved. “She didn’t believe it, but it looked like a fine apple. She took a bite and passed out, and we can’t wake her.” 



Twilight frowned. “Great. Just great.”



“We were hopin’ ya’ could check your library—”



“There is no library!” she interrupted. Then she calmed down and thought for a minute. Apple. Coma. True Love. Twilight nodded. “But… I think I know what’s wrong with her. Has she been singing any songs about her prince coming, lately?"



He shook his head. "Nope."



"Did she recently spot anypony across a forest glen, or some other picturesque location, that she didn't get a chance to speak to?"



Mac thought for a moment. "If AJ wants to talk to a pony, she's gonna talk to 'em. She's got a lasso."



Twilight frowned. This might be harder than she thought. "Do you know if she has a crush on anypony?”



“Eeyup,” Mac nodded.



“Who?”



Mac bit his lip and looked down, then over at the apple trees they were now passing, then up at the sky.



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Well, from that I’m going to assume it’s either you or me. And I really, really hope it’s me.” 



Mac rolled his eyes and nodded. 



They fell into silence the rest of the way. Twilight wasn’t sure she was Applejack’s true love. She’d never considered in her life if she was attracted to Applejack. She’d never considered in her life if she was attracted to mares. Actually, given her only crush so far, she wasn’t entirely sure she was attracted to ponies, but she was hoping that was a passing phase and not a life-long fetish. 



But right now she hoped that she could be in love with Applejack, because the next option was to line up everypony in town and have them kiss her, which seemed both creepy and unsanitary.  



They came upon the farm, and Mac led Twilight to where Applejack was lying on the grass, with Granny Smith and Apple Bloom fussing around her. When they saw her coming they made room, standing a few feet away with drooping ears and worried faces. Twilight went straight over to Applejack.



Applejack’s mane was loose and tumbled over her shoulders and the ground, her eyes were closed, and she wore a peaceful smile. She definitely looked like she was asleep, Twilight assured herself, which was a relief because when it came to uncomfortable fetishes the alternative would be one of the few things worse than being exclusively into humans. 



It made Twilight wonder if there was some secondary aspect of the curse that made a pony look more attractive, because Applejack did look better than Twilight remembered. But that made no sense, ponies who made cursed fruit didn’t usually build in something that made the curse more likely to be broken. But in that case, did Applejack really look better than she usually did, or was Twilight just thinking about it for the first time? Could AJ really be her true love?



That was stupid. Kissing sleeping mares was no basis for a relationship. True love came from a steadily growing emotional connection between two ponies, not some farcical cure for cursed fruit. For now she just hoped that whatever she felt would wake AJ.



Twilight leaned over. Then she stopped and looked up. “Does anypony have a handkerchief? It’s probably not a good idea to kiss a pony who just ate poison without at least wiping off her mouth.” 



Granny produced a handkerchief, and Twilight rubbed Applejack’s lips until she was satisfied that the poison wouldn’t transfer. Then she leaned over again and planted her lips on Applejack’s, counting to three because she wasn’t sure how long it might take for the spell to deactivate.



Applejack’s eyes blinked open. “Twi? What happened? You just… kissed me?”



Twilight sighed, relaxing. “Look, AJ, I’m really flattered and we definitely need to talk about this later, but this is kind of an emergency. Do you know where Pinkie was headed next?”



“Um, to Rainbow Dash.” Applejack sat up slowly, shaking her head.



“Good. Come on.” Twilight offered a hoof and helped Applejack up, then grabbed her hat and dropped it on her head. Applejack picked up her ribbons and started tying them as they both headed back to Ponyville at a fast trot. 








Gob arched an eyebrow at Applejack. “So you’re awake now, and you found your true love? Then it worked as advertised.”



“Puttin’ a pony in a coma don’t count as helpin’ them find their true love! That was a poisoned apple!” She scowled and stomped a hoof for emphasis, rattling the black armor of Knightshade the Mad and setting the chimes of the dead tinkling.



Gob just shook his head. “I do not offer refunds, and if I did I certainly would not give one for an item that’s already been consumed.”



Princess Twilight rolled her eyes. “If it hadn’t been consumed we wouldn’t have known that it was cursed!”



“Dubiously enchanted. And that’s in the eye of the beholder. I understand the sleep is very restful,” he pointed out. 



Applejack snorted and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t give a flyin’ fruit bat if it was restful, I coulda slept for years if Mac didn’t guess I was sweet on Twilight!” 



“Um, actually… everypony knew,” Fluttershy pointed out quietly.



Applejack’s mouth dropped open as she turned to Fluttershy. “Y’all did not!”



Rainbow Dash shrugged. “With all the ‘sure, Twi!’ and ‘whatever ya’ say, sugarcube!’ and ‘will do!’ whenever Twilight wants something? Plus you keep saving her life, and you’re always real quick to apologize to her when you mess up.” She smirked. “What I’m saying is you’re a tiny bit more subtle than Spike.”



Applejack blushed and became very interested in a display of floating stones from darkest Zebricia.



Princess Twilight shook her head. “Even so, what if I wasn’t interested in mares?” 



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “Twilight, darling, all of your closest friends and associates are female. You seem fonder of your sister-in-law than your brother does. And the only male you’ve ever shown the slightest interest in was that… monkey boy through the mirror, and that hardly counts.”



Gob wondered for a moment if there was a way to bottle the glare Princess Twilight threw at the unicorn, because that would surely be a bestseller. 



Rarity shrunk back. “Of course, none of this excuses selling a poisoned apple.”



“Right.” Princess Twilight nodded.



“I don’t supposed you’d be willing to write a little testimonial for me?” Gob asked Applejack. “I could put it next to the apples… it would be a good selling point.”



If Princess Twilight’s glare would have been a bestseller, the glare Gob received from Applejack would have been one of those specialty items reserved for 	his most dedicated and questionably ethical customers. 



He blinked. “I’ll just… let ponies know.”



“Speaking of ponies and knowing, did you know that you sold a random pony a copy of the Neighcronomicon?” Princess Twilight waved a hoof in the direction of Pinkie Pie, who appeared to have her hooves stuck in the unbreakable hooftrap of Yak-Shi, but she easily pulled one out and waved. Applejack yanked her away from the object.



“Of course.” Gob nodded. “She asked for the most interesting spellbook I have.”



“You can’t sell a book like that to a pony looking for a good read!” the princess insisted.



“Actually, I can,” Gob pointed out. “Princess Celestia has never technically banned a book, she just tries to acquire all the existing copies. And, of course, it’s quite illegal to actually summon the Old Ones.”



“You don’t say,” Princess Twilight said dryly.



“There’s a bookplate in it to that effect. But it’s entirely legal to own or sell the Neighcronomicon for research or decorative purposes.”



Princess Twilight gaped at him. “I don’t think it’s very useful for research when reading it drives ponies insane!” 



“It does?” Pinkie asked. “I thought it was neat! The names were fun to say, and everything sounds silly when you try to describe the dimensions past pony understanding.” 



The princess turned her gape on her friend, then shut her mouth and turned back to Gob. “And who would decorate with a book of spells for summoning unspeakable evil?”



“According to the survey, teenagers and evil wizards.” He rolled his eyes. “You should try building a display that appeals to both of those demographics. Totally different spending habits, and the teenagers all seem to have sticky hooves.”



Princess Twilight rubbed her hoof over her face. “Fine. Should I continue with my story about my day?”



“If you like,” Gob said with a sigh.








Twilight and Applejack came to the meadow outside of town where Rainbow Dash’s house floated. 



“I couldn’t agree more, Twi. Poison fruit’s no good for basin’ a relationship on. So what would ya’ say to goin’ to the movies Friday?” Applejack asked.



Twilight looked over to give her answer, but her eyes went wide and what came out was: “Zombie ponies!”



“Well, that’s… not quite the answer I was expectin’,” Applejack said slowly. Then she followed Twilight’s wide eyed stare. “But it’s a good one!”



Twilight was pretty sure that flying and shambling should be incompatible, but the three monstrous pegasi moving towards them were doing their best. They flapped wings that were hanging off their bodies at odd angles and moaned through gaping jaws drooling black ichor. The odd thing, besides the zombies themselves, was that all three zombies were wearing tattered and torn Wonderbolt’s uniforms. 



Applejack stepped in front of her, readying for the onslaught, and Twilight’s horn glowed to find out what magic could do. At that moment, Rainbow Dash came racing through the sky, stopping between the zombies to buck two of them at once, sending them flying to the other side of the meadow where they landed on the ground. The remaining zombie she punched in the face before turning and offering a kick that threw it to join its friends.



Across the field, the zombies pulled themselves to their hooves and started moving very slowly back towards the living ponies. 



Rainbow Dash landed, panting, her hair even wilder than usual and black ichor splattered over her hooves and coat. “Little help, you guys?”



“What did Pinkie give you?” Twilight asked quickly.



“This gross thing called a monkey’s paw! I’m supposed to be able to wish for what I want,” she pulled out the desiccated, hand-like object, all but one finger clenched, and glared at it. “So I wished to be a Wonderbolt and this guy shows up with a uniform and says all the current Wonderbolts just dropped dead!”



Twilight caught on and slapped her hoof to her face. “Then you wished they weren't dead?”



“Bingo!” Rainbow turned her glare across the meadow.



“Do you still have the third wish?” Twilight asked.



“Yeah, but I’m scared to use it!” Rainbow’s eyes went wide. “What if it turns everypony into zombies, or turns me into a zombie, or turns them into super zombies!”



“Don’t worry.” Twilight took a deep breath. “I took 'Legal Drafting for Wishes and Negotiations with Extra-Dimensional Entities' back in school. If you guys can get me a pencil and paper and fight these things off for a few minutes, I should be able to write something.”



“We're on it!” Applejack said. She ran across the meadow towards the zombies as Rainbow Dash flew to her house and returned right away with a pencil and an old envelope.



Twilight got started on writing a properly closed wish, occasionally glancing across the meadow to see Applejack buck a zombie’s head off, or Rainbow Dash lift one into the air and drop it on another. Applejack really did look good, fighting with a grace she rarely showed day to day. And Twilight had to appreciate those muscles, and… this was not the time! Stupid cursed fruit. She turned her attention fully to the wish, and in about ten minutes she was fairly sure she had something that would undo all the damage, as long as the paw wasn’t a malevolent super-intelligence.



“Guys! Rainbow, get back here!” Twilight yelled. Her friends stopped their battle and hurried back towards her, easily outpacing the undead ponies.



“Here, Rainbow, hold the claw and read this.” She thrust the envelope into Rainbow’s hoof.



Rainbow hovered with the claw in one hoof and the envelope in the other and read: “I, Rainbow Dash, wish at this moment in time and for all moments hereafter that any and all prior wishes I have made using this object, one monkey’s paw, be undone completely, immediately, and without prejudice towards or continuing effects, including those of the previously mentioned prior wishes, on myself or any ponies, living or dead, currently under the effect of said wishes.”



The last finger of the claw closed. Across the meadow, Spitfire, Soarin, and Fleetfoot stood up, looking perfectly alive and very confused. They had a brief conversation and took off in the direction of Cloudsdale.



“What they hay is this thing?!” Rainbow waved the claw at Twilight.



“It’s—” She shook her head. “I’ll explain later. Do you know where Pinkie was going next?”



Rainbow’s eyes went wide. “Fluttershy’s! Come on!”



The four ponies ran to Fluttershy’s cottage. Twilight was exhausted by the time they got there, and she was happy to see that nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Maybe Fluttershy was out and hadn’t opened her gift. 



As they approached the door, they heard Fluttershy’s soft but stern voice from inside.



“That’s all you’re getting today, mister. Overfeeding can be as bad as underfeeding, and I’m starting to feel faint.”



“Feed me!” A deep voice boomed.



Twilight cringed. She opened the door and she, Applejack, and Rainbow Dash rushed inside.



Fluttershy was standing in front of a plant… at least Twilight guessed it was a plant. It was in a flower pot, and it had a stem and leaves. But on top of those seemed to be a pod-like head, about the size of a watermelon. The other animals in the cottage were peeking out from behind furniture, from outside of the windows, and from inside mouseholes and birdhouses. Even Angel was crawling out from under the sofa. More disturbing, though, was the bloody bandage around Fluttershy’s hoof.



“Now, now, you don’t have to yell… oh, Twilight, I’m glad you’re here.” Futtershy smiled at her friends. “This plant and I are having a bit of a disagreement, and I was wondering if there’s a spell in your library—”



“There is no library!” Twilight insisted reflexively.



Fluttershy looked startled and nodded. “Um, okay. A spell… somewhere? that could turn something else into pony blood.”



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Fluttershy, have you been feeding this plant your blood?”



She looked at her hoof and blushed. “He seemed to want some very badly, and the only pony blood I had around was, well, mine…. but he perked right up after that!”



Twilight looked at her flatly. “This is a pony-eating plant.”



Fluttershy nodded. “Well, yes... but that’s not his fault.” 



“No, but you can’t keep a pony-eating plant,” Twilight pointed out.



“Um, why not?” Fluttershy tilted her head, seeming confused.



“Because it eats ponies!” Rainbow Dash yelled.



“Different creatures have different dietary needs, you know. Not all animals are herbivors like ponies,” Fluttershy explained. “This plant just happens to eat, well, ponies. Pony blood, specifically. I was thinking—”



“Nope!” Applejack cut in. “I’m puttin’ my hoof down! Y’all are not keepin’ a plant that could have my sister for a snack.”



“Well, what do you expect me to do with it?” Fluttershy frowned.



Applejack narrowed her eyes. “Get the prunin’ shears.”



Fluttershy’s mouth dropped open, then she moved between Applejack and the plant, spreading her wings to block her friend, and looked at Applejack sternly. “That’s awful! This little plant never did anything to you!”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “It’s been drinking your blood!” 



Twilight sighed and covered her eyes with a hoof to think for a moment. “Fluttershy… I have something that I need to talk to Princess Celestia about containing. Maybe I can talk to her about someplace safe to move the plant.”



“Where somepony can feed him properly?” Fluttershy asked, with large, sad eyes.



“FEED ME!”



“That seems to be all he really wants.” She laid a loving hoof on top of the plant, then removed it quickly when it snapped at her.  



Twilight rolled her eyes. “Yes. I don’t know how, but we’ll find some way to feed it properly. But it can’t stay here.” 



“Well… I guess that would be okay.” Fluttershy nodded.



“For now…” Twilight looked to the sky for strength. “Let’s take it to the library. Which isn’t there. I’ll put a few more locks on the door. Then we’d better go see Rarity…”








Gob rolled his eyes. “Oh come on now! The monkey’s paw is a classic! How could anypony not know how it works?”



“Well I obviously didn’t!” Rainbow Dash flew towards him and glared.



“Your lack of cultural knowledge does not require me to offer a refund.” He shook his head. “Next you’re going to want me to put a warning label on the magic lamps, beware of djinn?"



“So you’re selling cursed mustard now, too?” Rainbow Dash poked him in the chest with a hoof.



Pinkie frowned. “Hey, I like mustard! You should be ashamed of yourself.”



“He means genie,” Princess Twilight explained. “And he shouldn’t be selling those, either!”



Gob ran a hoof through his stringy mane. “I’m not entirely sure you understand the nature of this business, Princess.”



“I must not, because from what I see, the nature of your business is selling cursed items to unsuspecting ponies that cause a bunch of magical problems!” The princess waved a hoof at the shop in general.



“Items of dubious enchantment. And I suppose that does sum it up,” Gob agreed.



“HOW IS THAT A REASONABLE BUSINESS MODEL?!” Princess Twilight shouted, earning excited squawks and calls from the covered birdcages in the corner and several other objects around the store. 



“It's not about the items, it's about the experience. For a few bits, my customer gets something that makes the world more interesting, teaches lessons, rewards the clever and punishes the greedy,” Gob said calmly. “In Equestria, a shop like this is almost necessary. And somepony has to manage it, so here we are.”



“None of us got rewarded! Or learned anything!” Princess Twilight pointed out.



“I believe you have a date Friday night?” Gob raised an eyebrow.



Twilight glowered, and Rarity offered her a sympathetic look. 



“He does have a point, darling.”



Gob went on, “And Miss Rainbow Dash has learned about taking care in making wishes.”



“You could have just told me!” Rainbow Dash insisted.



“And Miss Fluttershy had an interesting experience in horticulture.” Gob nodded at the yellow pegasus. “It’s always good to find out more about this amazing world of ours.



“Yes… but, um, now we have to find a home for a plant that eats pony blood,” Fluttershy said with a worried frown.



Gob shrugged. “Any plant you purchase will have special care instructions.”



“Oh… well, you’re right,” Fluttershy agreed. “Except ‘needs full sun and rocky soil’ is a little different than ‘feeds on pony blood.’”



“Well it comes out to the same thing, doesn’t it?”



Fluttershy considered. “Um… no.”



Gob sighed. “Look, I’m sorry ladies, I don’t have all evening. I was supposed to be closed forty five minutes ago, and it remains my policy not to offer refunds.”



Princess Twilight smirked mirthlessly. “Oh, but I haven’t even gotten to the part about trekking through the entire countryside to find the right swan and then waiting for Rarity to take off her cloak.”



“It really was a beautiful cloak. Had I know about the side effects, I would have simply reproduced it.” Rarity frowned at Gob. “I am not pleased that such a beautiful and unique item had to be destroyed.”



“And just so ya’ know, swans bite,” Applejack added.



Rarity rolled her eyes. “I said I was sorry.”



Gob quickly calculated the price of the items versus the time he was spending arguing about this and slowly developing a headache he was sure to have all evening. The no refunds rule had to remain firm. Otherwise he’d constantly have customers tracking him down after some scheme failed, he might as well go into the rental business. Of course, there was always another option: the secret weapon of retail managers everywhere...



“Fine. Fine, I... suppose I can offer store credit for the value of the items.”



Princess Twilight looked at him sternly. “We don’t want any more of—”



“Where is your jewelry?” Rarity cut in.



“In the glass case by the register.” He nodded in the direction. “May I recommend the amulet of Malfortuna? There’s no other diamond like it. It's only slightly more than the Swan Maiden's cloak cost.”



Princess Twilight stared in shock as her friends scattered throughout the store.



Applejack went straight for a pail by the door and looked over at Gob suspiciously. “You sure these beans are magic?”



“I’ve seen the results myself,” Gob offered. “100% magic, I don’t even cut them with a few kidney beans like some of my competitors. I'll give you the whole pail for your store credit, plus ten bits.”



“Are these treasure maps? Awesome!” Rainbow Dash said, unrolling parchments she found on a lower shelf. 



“Oh Pinkie, look at this cute little thing!” Fluttershy said, holding a furry, brown and white creature the size of a teddy bear, with big eyes and huge pointed ears.  



"What do you all think you're doing?!" Twilight shouted. Her friends stopped and blinked at her as she went on, "We just finished cleaning up after a bunch of cursed magic items from this store, I can't even open the door to my library right now, the owner has all but admitted that everything here is trouble, and you're all happy to just take something else to cause a whole new bunch of problems?"



There was silence for a few seconds, then Rarity held up ruby pendant in a black metal setting. "Darling, these are clearly vintage. This is practically a rescue mission!" 



Applejack at least had the sense to look embarrassed as she muttered, "I reckon magic beans can't be much different from zap apples."



"He's so adorable!" Fluttershy said, cuddling the furry creature. "I know he needs a home."



Rainbow Dash shrugged, looking between two maps. "Sometimes you've gotta roll the dice, Twi."



"I mean really, what's the worst that can happen?" Pinkie asked with a grin.



Gob couldn't help smirking. "Perhaps you'd be interested in a one-of-a-kind copy of The Unending Tale, Princess?"



“Forget it,” Princess Twilight grumbled to Gob. “Girls! We’re leaving right now, and nopony is taking anything!”



Reluctantly, the other ponies set down or were pried away from their replacement items and ushered out of the store. After making totally sure that all her friends had left empty hooved, Princess Twilight frowned at Gob.



“I don’t want to see you in Ponyville again. And I will be writing a very strongly worded letter to the Equestrian Bureau of Consumer Protection.”



As the door creaked closed behind her, Gob sighed and walked over to lock it. Just typical, a bunch of ponies come in right before closing and don’t even buy anything. Tomorrow he’d have to try a new arrangement for the impulse items.
      

      
   
      Cold Hooves


      

      
      
         Canterlot is not a city with dive bars. For ponies with no one good-looking, important or influential enough to be seen with at a restaurant, there are numerous options for partaking alone: Taverns. Pubs. Hipster bars. Watering holes masquerading as dance clubs, coffee houses and tattoo parlors. Even a night club, one rather popular with the younger crowd.



The Arabian Sea was none of these, yet it was in no way a dive bar. Shining Armor may have thought it reminiscent of the salt licks in the Mild West novels his mother wrote, but Canterlot was a city of class and refinement. There was no way that a business operating in its bounds could be declared 'seedy'. And so he had decided to remain at the Arabian despite feeling painfully out of place there.



Of course, he wasn't in the best frame of mind to properly decide things like which bar was the best to drink his worries away in.



"Buy your next round, friend?"



Sitting alone at a bar, one develops an invisible bubble of solitude. One does not become aware of the existence of this bubble until a unicorn in a top hat sits down within and bursts it. Shining did not appreciate his bubble being broken. He scowled.



"Sorry, I'm not like that."



The stallion tried to convince him it was all a misunderstanding by laughing. His voice matched his outfit: high-class, yet carefree.



"Rule number one of drinking, friend," he said, the laughter still ringing through his words, "never pass up a free drink. I only offered because you're the pony here who most needs it."



Shining blew his mane from his face and analyzed the mirror behind the bar. He decided the free round slid before him was an affront to his cream stout. His beer wasn't lonely, no sir, and it needed a beerfriend like the cube of Arabian Red he'd long since abandoned needed a salt wife.



"What do you know about what I need?"



A hoof rested on his shoulder. He tried to shrug it off, but it remained stuck.



"Now, now, my boy, I've been in this great world long enough to know a stallion in need of an ear to bend, and nopony trades out salt for beer unless thoughts weigh heavily upon them. I promise to listen to any and all complaints without judgment."



Shining turned once more to this interloper, this entirely too cheerful pony from whom he wanted nothing but a quick exit. Desperation seeped in around the edges of the other stallion's grin. Surely a pony so well-dressed couldn't be hurting for companionship. What was his deal?



This pony was at least charismatic enough to have ingratiated himself into Shining's bubble without reprisal. Too much time had passed now; his only option was resignation to the presence of an outsider. Shining finished his beer.



"My name is Fancy Pants," the stallion said, and it was all Shining could do not to cover the mirror in cream stout.



"Fancy Pants? The philequipist?" Shining gagged and wiped a hoof across his mouth.



Fancy Pants chuckled. "There are some who've said such about me. I prefer to think of myself as an itinerant associate and confidant of those in need. Some ponies need money. Others, a friend. I daresay you fall into the latter category."



Shining Armor had a solid reputation in his line of work as easygoing but insightful. Many was the young cadet who mistook his Captain's quick smile and languid demeanor as signs of laxity in Guard society. Yet never to this day had one successfully covered up his transgressions when caught shirking. Every fib, every "I don't know", might as well have gone unspoken for all the good it did hoodwinking the Captain. Many was the young cadet who quickly learned there was no wool to be pulled over the eyes of Shining Armor.



Try as he might, though, he could not read anything into this stallion beyond a good-natured desire to help. Even the desperation seemed to have dispersed to the point that he was willing to blame it on the combination of beer, salt and his current state of mind. If Fancy Pants was earnest, then perhaps Shining could be a little more friendly himself.



"And what is your name, my lad?"



"Shining Armor."



Shining got not a little satisfaction out of Fancy Pants having to catch his monocle in his magic.



"My word! Captain of the Royal Guard, here at the Arabian?" He peered closely at Shining. "I am quite honored to make your acquaintance. Bless my soul, you're most unassuming out of uniform, Captain."



"I'll take that as a compliment," Shining said with a light laugh. "And please, call me Shining."



"Only if you call me Fancy."



Even footing, then. Something about the stallion's mien made Shining want to talk to him. Perhaps there was something to the whole itinerant whatever-he'd-said after all.



"Well, Fancy, I could ask you the same question. What's a high-class stallion like yourself doing at a—" not a dive bar— "an establishment like this?"



Fancy look a long draught of his beer, the head clinging to his moustache, sea foam on the rocks.



"Despite being a 'high-class stallion', as you say, I enjoy the simpler things in life. Spending time amongst Canterlot's upper echelons, one becomes detached from the life of the common pony, so I have, over the past few decades, cultivated a desire to remain as grounded as possible in such matters. Aside from giving me an evening's respite from sycophants, taverns such as this—" he swept over the bar with his hoof, as if showing it to Shining for the first time— "maintain an atmosphere stolidly at odds with what Canterlot tries so desperately to assert. It's refreshing, like a mare's kiss." He chuckled. "Albeit a mare most earthy, and not entirely easy on the eyes."



A mare. Shining drained his second glass.



"I suspect by your haunted look, Shining, that mares are what have you troubled." Fancy leaned back on his bar stool, regarding Shining out of the corner of his eye. "Feel no pressure to talk about it if you don't wish to."



"No, I, uh..."



His mouth had spoken before he meant it to. Shining took it as a sign that he really did need to talk to somepony.



"I'm getting married in a week."



"Good heavens, you don't say! Congratulations are in order." Fancy bounced in his seat like a schoolcolt awaiting the recess bell. "Bartender, another round for the future groom!"



The barmare, a tan unicorn who used far too much hair product, smirked and shook her head, setting out two more glasses and filling them.



"Shoot," she drawled, "an' here I was hopin' I could catch his eye."



"My dear," Fancy said with a knowledgeable air, "I am sorry to be the bringer of bad news, but our dear friend Shining here is about to become an honest stallion! Here's to him!"



The barmare merely shook her head as Fancy took a lengthy drink in Shining's honor.



"I hope you'll forgive my sudden enthusiasm," Fancy said, wiping the foam from his moustache, "it simply isn't everyday that one sits beside a stallion both as revered as yourself, and preparing to be wed. Hm, but you must think me ridiculous, carrying on about something which vexes you so. Then tell me: what's tugging at your bit, as they say?"



Shining nibbled the edge of his glass. What indeed? Where could he begin to describe the weighty malaise that had of late tortured him so?



"I don't know how to explain it." It was the simplest and truest answer he could have given.



Fancy threw a leg around Shining's shoulders and leaned in. "Lest you fear I speak from some misplaced but ultimately impotent need to do good at any cost, let me say that I have been where you are, my dear Captain, not once but twice. Alone in a pub, thinking about the mare you're about to marry, having second thoughts—"



"No!" The response was automatic, and Fancy backed off. "It's not her at all, I swear." He blinked a few times to clear his vision and looked to his companion. "It's me."



Fancy merely raised an eyebrow. "Do go on."



When he inhaled, the alcohol and salt in Shining's system took over, so that rather than exhale, he released the breath as a rush of words.



"She's just the most amazing pony, stallion or mare, that I've ever met, and I want to spend the rest of my life with her, but it's just such a huge change, you know? And it doesn't matter that we've been dating for literally years, or that we've known each other even longer, or that everyone in my family loves her, it's just like suddenly everything's happening at once, and we're not gonna be just Cadie and Shiny anymore, we're gonna be married, Mrs. and Mr., Princess and Pri—" The word caught in his throat.



Fancy had the sense to let the moment hang in the air rather than jump into a rebuttal.



"I start to understand, I think." He smacked his lips together. "Am I correct in gathering your fiancee to be the Princess Miamore Cadenza?"



Shining nodded, his mouth dry.



"Ah." Fancy gave the bar top a wry smile. "Sadly, I cannot give you any specific advice. Princess Celestia has always kept the Princess of Love rather sheltered from those of my station." His head lifted, and his eyes shone with regret as he stared at nothing in particular. "Likely for the best."



"The Princess of Love..." Shining's head shook as he spoke, and he wondered whether he had started it, and whether he would be able to stop it. "It's so weird, hearing other ponies talk about her. At least you accept that you don't know her."



Fancy nodded, and Shining snorted.



"There're just far too many ponies in this city who think that 'cause she's a princess, she owes them something." He gritted his teeth. "Makes me sick sometimes."



"But that's nothing to do with your current cold hooves, now."



The head shaking became nodding. "Yeah. Nopony knows her like I do, I'd bet on it. But the closer this wedding gets... It's this big political thing. Wait, no." He used his hooves to steady his head, but it didn't stop the room from continuing to nod without his say-so. "Not politics. Spectacle. The Captain of the Royal Guard and Equestria's third alicorn princess, getting married in Canterlot Castle with Princess Celestia officiating. It's not like you can expect ponies to ignore something like that, right?"



Fancy nodded, saying nothing.



"All my life, she's just been Cadence." Shining groaned and closed his eyes. "But the more extravagant and flashy and, and... spectacular this wedding gets, the more it drives it home."



After a pause, Fancy said, "Drives what home?"



Sure, there was a lot on his mind, but there was only one way to answer that question. The five words he'd been trying so desperately to drown with drink and salt rushed up and hit him like a stampeding buffalo.



"She's perfect. And I'm not."



He could hear Fancy composing himself and chose not to look at the other stallion at that moment. He couldn't be sure the expression beneath that moustache would be one he wanted to see.



"And now comes the truth," Fancy said ponderously. He let out a loud breath, like an engine releasing steam at the end of a long journey.



"My boy," said Fancy in a hushed tone, "if you'll permit me a moment to be patronizing, I'd like to impart a little timeless wisdom, learned by a pony who has had many opportunities to learn. No stallion ever lived up to the perfection of a mare."



Shining's ears drooped, but Fancy only smiled at him.



"What you must remember is that she gave her heart to you, my boy. You had no say in the matter. If she says that you are the one for her, then that is all you need to know that the journey upon which you are embarking is the right one."



Shining scratched at the back of his neck for a few moments. "I... I guess that makes sense. But still, when I think about her, I just..."



"Pish tosh!" Fancy sniffed. "Tell me, what is it that makes your Princess so perfect? Is she pretty? Smart?"



"Yes," Shining croaked. "She always knows what to do, what to say. She's gorgeous, she always has been. I could never keep up with my little sister, she's precocious as hay, but Cadence never had trouble." He turned to Fancy. "Cadie used to foalsit for my parents. It's how we met."



"I see, I see." Fancy flipped one side of his moustache. "The one fact that I cannot seem to escape in this conversation is that you've known her for most of, if not your whole life. Am I wrong?"



Shining grunted in the negative.



"Well, in that case, I must ask what's so changed about her since the time you both agreed to marry."



The question swirled through Shining's head like ink drops in water. "What changed about her?" It made no sense. Nothing had changed. It was just...



"Well, something must have!" Fancy slapped the bar top. "Think about it! Once upon a time, you met her, learned her name, likely with your parents as intermediaries. You eventually asked her on a date, I assume, and not the other way round, for in my experience, mares, though the stronger sex, rarely ever make the first move."



Shining once again found himself nodding along, privately amazed at Fancy's insight.



"So you were friends, you became something more, and eventually fell in love." Fancy gave him the smile one gives to a particularly dense student trying his best at simple arithmetic. "Between that point in time and now, something must have changed. Your bride-to-be underwent some transmogrification, a cosmic apotheosis, irreparably turning her from the smart, pretty, fun mare you fell in love with into an untouchable Goddess of Love, forever out of your reach." He slammed his hoof onto the bar hard enough to make the glasses clink.



Shining stared at him, feeling as though he had indeed flunked math this time. "Well, she has been acting kind of... distant over the last couple of weeks. Planning the wedding, it's been really draining on her."



"That isn't what I mean, and you know it." Fancy made an exasperated sound in his throat. "Bah, or else that third round was a mistake. I hope you'll forgive me the oversight. No, 'distant' is hardly 'perfect', but it does get us at last to the solution to your problem."



Shining leaned forward. "Which is?"



Fancy took Shining's face in both his hooves and stared into his eyes. "She is just as nervous as you are, my boy."



Shining blinked. "How do you figure?"



"Planning a wedding is a hectic enough task to make anypony lose their cool. Trust me, I've planned more than one in my time, none of them even my own. No, no, your Princess is not a different pony, and neither are you." He squeezed Shining's cheeks. "All those years you spent getting to know each other and falling in love will still be behind you once you've been wed. Marriage does not change a pony unless the pony lets it change him!



"If you worry that your fiancee is being distant because planning has stressed her to the breaking point, then that is all the reassurance you need to know that you and she are at the same level of perfection. She frets over the wedding, you fret over her. Perfection does not come into the picture! You and she will be the same ponies after your marriage that you were before. The change is all in here."



He released Shining's face and tapped on his forehead, which sent the room spinning once more. This was not helped by Shining nearly faceplanting off his bar stool.



"Easy does it." Fancy lay a steadying hoof to Shining's chest, which helped somewhat. "My point is, she is not as perfect, and neither are you."



"But you said no stallion—"



"Don't interrupt!" Fancy gave him a sly grin. "What I've been trying to tell you, dear Captain, is perfection is in the mind. Perfection, change, it's all your own mind trying to frighten you out of a weighty decision."



That seemed to make sense. "So what do I do?"



"Merely stop worrying. Your wedding will go off without a hitch, if you'll forgive the pun, and once it's over, you will have the rest of your life to spend with a wonderful mare." Fancy leaned back and smiled at him. "Trust me when I say, a marriage won't change you, but it is most definitely worth getting into. If the mare is right."



At that moment, one of the most jaw-droppingly gorgeous knockouts of a mare Shining had ever laid eyes on approached Fancy's bar stool and nuzzled into his neck. Fancy chuckled and returned the gesture, not moving from his position.



Shining could not be certain what he was seeing. If she were more than half his age, she would have had to know the greatest cosmetician, not to mention personal training, in all the world to keep a body like that. Her pink mane flowed like a waterfall over a horn that rivalled Celestia's for length. Her pale lavender eyes were huge. Her coat was pristine white. And when she spoke, it was [].



"Are you almost done with your coaching session, dear? It's getting near closing time."



Fancy gave her a smile much removed from any that Shining had seen during the night. "I'll be along in just a moment, dear, if you'd be so kind as to wait outside."



She gave him a light kiss and inclined her head to Shining as she left their company. "Captain."



Shining made no attempt to close his mouth, following her every fluid motion as she trotted out the door.



Beside him, Fancy let out a guffaw. "Having second thoughts about those second thoughts, eh, Shining?" It was the elbow to the ribs that broke Shining from his gaping.



"Sorry." He shook his head rapidly to clear it, regretting the action immediately. "I'm starting to see why you like married life so much."



Fancy looked at him most quizzically, and Shining gave him a similar look back. He only because more confused when Fancy broke out into further laughter.



"Oh, Fleur?" Fancy removed his monocle and polished it against his cravat while wiping at his eyes. "Heavens, no, she's not my wife!"



Shining decided at that moment that he had had too much to drink. It took a considerable amount of effort to formulate the question burning in his mind, but he was cut off by the barmare's shout of, "Last call!"



"Ah, and there's our cue to exit," Fancy said, regret dripping from his voice. He stood and set a large pile of bits next to his glass. "Captain, it has been both a privilege and a pleasure. I only hope that my prattling will bring you some modicum of relief in the days to come. Don't sweat the small stuff, as they say." Replacing his monocle, he started for the door. "I expect the next time I see you, you will be headed down the aisle. Best of luck to you! Until then!"



And with that, he was gone. Shining found himself once more staring at the door with his mouth hanging open. It was likely a good thing that this was the last time he planned to go out drinking in a place like this.



"C'mon, cutie," said the barmare, at his ear, "it's closin' time. Your pretty pal paid for your drinks, so you're all set." She fluttered her eyelashes at him. "Lessin', o' course, you wanna stick around for a little fun."



The barmare was not, he decided, a bad-looking mare, but her actions steeled his resolve nevertheless.



"No, ma'am. I've got a wedding to prepare for." He smiled and eased himself down from his stool, making sure all four hooves were touching the floor before attempting to move them. "Plus, I've got a lot to think about. Thanks for the drinks!"



"Your loss, honey." She chuckled and waved as he left, lifting the glasses and coins in an aura of green magic.



"Your loss."
      

      
   
      Only The Good Die Young


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom groaned as she pulled herself up onto the final branch, her forelegs complaining. It might be all well and good for Scootaloo, who obviously would be the first pony to the top, but earth ponies weren’t meant to be climbing trees. She could see the pegasus now, her wings buzzing as she bounced from place to place, checking where their zipline had been secured to the oak.



Bloom took the time to steady herself on the thin branch, one hoof hooked around the tree trunk for support. This high up, each gust of wind caused the tree to sway worryingly underhoof. “Next time,” she said, “I think we need to pick a smaller tree.”



Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “That’d ruin everything and you know it. Don’t tell me you’re gonna chicken out now!”



Sweetie hauled herself onto the branch as well, her white-furred chest heaving as she tried to get her breath back. “Finally!” she gasped out, before her eyes drifted down to the ground far below them. She squeaked and dropped to her belly, wrapping all four hooves around the branch.



“Not you too,” Scootaloo groaned.



“It’s scary!” Sweetie bit her lip, but made no attempt to release her deathgrip on her perch. “Shouldn’t we have helmets?”



“Where we’re going, we don’t need helmets,” Scootaloo said.



Apple Bloom turned to her, one eyebrow raising.



“Okay, so, that sounded better in my head. But the point remains, right?”



Apple Bloom nodded. She gingerly let go of the trunk and stepped out onto the branch, craning her neck up to attach her harness’s cable to the zipline. “It’s going to be fine,” she said. “This time it’s gonna work. I can feel it.”



Sweetie was silent. Apple Bloom knew she didn’t share the same confidence, but she wouldn’t voice her doubt. Scootaloo, on the other hoof, was practically vibrating in place, her wings twitching as she stared out over the rest of the forest.



The view of the Everfree was fantastic from here. Their tree might not have been the tallest in the entire forest, but it was an ancient oak that stood atop a hill, rising up above the rest of the forest canopy. Their zipline stretched off in the distance, gradually sloping down to where it connected to another far off tree. In between, it travelled over a sharp gully with more than a few rocky outcroppings showing through sparser greenery. 



Apple Bloom swallowed as she stared down at their course. She turned, raising one hoof as her eyes slid shut. “Crusaders together, forever and ever,” she whispered, and the voices of her two friends sounded in her ears in unison.



“You go first, Apple Bloom,” Sweetie Belle said.



Bloom turned to stare out over the forest once more. “Even now?”



“We went first before, remember?” Scootaloo grinned. “You’re our fearless leader. We’ll be right there with you.”



The branch dipped lower and lower under her weight as Bloom crept out to its furthest extent. She took a deep breath.



And she jumped.



For a moment, her stomach lurched at the feeling of falling, and her hooves windmilled in panic. Then the cable yanked against her harness with a sharp jolt and she began to slide forward, her weight and redirected momentum giving immediate speed.



Her ears rang with the howling of the wind tearing past and the whining of metal on cable. She thought she could hear her friends too, behind her. Scootaloo whooping and yelling at their velocity, Sweetie Belle wailing in high-pitched terror.



The pounding of Apple Bloom’s heart slowed, and for a moment, she found herself simply enjoying the experience, soaring out across the forest at record speeds, the ground only an afterthought far below. This must have been what flying was like. No wonder Scootaloo always made such a big deal about it.



Then, of course, the zipline snapped.



It sounded like a lightning bolt cracking above as the strained cable broke, and Bloom found herself abruptly tumbling head over hooves as she plummeted towards the ground. She flailed her legs out, trying to steady herself, but there was nothing to grasp onto, nothing to stop her. She saw the ground rushing up from below, and then jerked her head up one last time.



The last thing she saw was Scootaloo, framed against the sky, her tiny wings buzzing as she unsteadily hung in the air. Then pain, as Bloom slammed into the upper reaches of a spindly tree, its boughs cracking and snapping to slow but not stop her descent. The branches only served to tear at her like tiny claws, scratching and cutting into her flesh.



With one final lurch, she tumbled out of their grasp and fell the final twenty feet to the forest floor. She landed with another loud snap, apparently having found one final dry branch to cushion her landing. That must have been why it didn’t hurt nearly as bad as she had expected.



It was only when she tried to get up that she realized the real reason it hadn’t hurt. She couldn’t feel anything under her neck.



Putting aside her own condition, she twisted her head, trying to catch sight of her friends. Sweetie had been unlucky enough to miss the trees entirely, instead landing on a patch of sharp rocks to the right. Apple Bloom averted her eyes. Like that, a helmet wouldn’t even have helped. 



She didn’t see any sign of Scootaloo. Maybe she had…?



A wet thump echoed as something landed hard behind her. No. She obviously wouldn’t have been able to fly all the way down to safety. Apple Bloom opened her mouth to call out to them, but simply trying to take a breath caused her to start coughing, a bitter metallic taste washing through her mouth.



She looked forward, at where a jagged tree branch reached up through her chest, sticky red spilling out to stain her coat. A smile flitted across her face as the image spun and twisted in her vision.



Huh, she thought as she slipped away into unconsciousness. That doesn’t look like tree sap.








It was late when the door swung open and the Crusaders trudged into Sugarcube Corner, heads hanging low. Sweetie and Scootaloo kept on walking, dragging their hooves as they claimed their normal booth. Apple Bloom forced herself to approach the counter.



There wasn’t anypony around, no patrons or staff either. Which suited her just fine – the last thing any of them wanted was to have to watch a bunch of happy ponies laughing and carrying on while they had to consider their failure. In fact, if she was really lucky—



The door to the kitchen burst open and Pinkie Pie bounded out, just as much a bundle of energy as she always was. Apple Bloom stifled a grimace and put on a polite smile instead.



“I just got a ear-flop, tail-twitch, nose-wiggly-wiggle,” Pinkie chirped. “That means somepony needs cheering up!”



“Just a coffee will do, Pinkie,” Apple Bloom said.



“Crusading didn’t go well?”



Apple Bloom’s eyes slid to the floor. “You could say that, yeah.”



“That’s no good.” Pinkie’s hoof tapped against her chin, her eyes narrowing. “You need more than a coffee. How ‘bout a milkshake, on the house?”



“Not really in the mood. Just—”



“Oh! Even better, I have a terrific idea! There’s something very special that we’re thinking about adding to the menu, and you can the first to try. I just need to see if we have everything and check on Pound and Pumpkin. Be right back!”



She disappeared as fast as she had arrived, before Apple Bloom had a chance to get a word in edgewise. Bloom sighed, walking over to their booth.



Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle weren’t saying anything. Normally Scootaloo would already have moved onto discussing new ideas, with Sweetie doing her best to hold her back from the really crazy ones, but for now the quiet suited Apple Bloom just fine. She joined their shared silence, moodily staring at the table.



She didn’t pay it any mind when the door opened behind her, somepony trotting inside. But her ears flicked as the hoofsteps paused and then picked up speed to draw nearer to them. Apple Bloom grimaced as she looked up, turning to see the new arrival, already expecting the worst.



A pink filly about their size trotted over, her eyes alight and a smile dancing across her lips. A glittering tiara shimmered in her cerise mane. Scootaloo didn’t even bother stifling her groan.



“Hey Diamond,” Apple Bloom said.



“Hey! How’s it going?”



Bloom frowned as the filly blithely climbed up into the booth opposite her, forcing Sweetie to quickly scoot over or risk being sat on. “Fine,” she muttered.



“Have you been crusading? How’d it go?” Diamond said.



“Not as fine.”



“Oh. I see.” Diamond fell silent for a moment, obviously waiting for Apple Bloom to continue the conversation. When it became apparent that wasn’t going to happen, she plastered another smile across her face and spoke up again. “Well, I’m sure you’ll find your cutie mark one of these days!”



“Mhm,” Apple Bloom found her eyes drifting back to the door to the kitchen, hoping for Pinkie or some other pony to give her an excuse to escape the conversation.



“And actually… I was thinking, and I have a great idea.”



“Oh?”



“Yeah! I got a hoofpainting kit recently and I’ve been practicing art.” A faint blush tinted her face. “Mama says I’m very good. Better even than some of the things she’s seen in museums in Manehattan.”



“That’s great,” Bloom said.



“Um. Yeah. But I was just thinking, maybe your special talent is in art? You know, you could come over sometime and give it a try. I could, uh, show you. There’s a really neat book by Happy Trees that makes it very easy and—”



“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Apple Bloom said. She didn’t even glance at Scootaloo, who was shooting a death glare at their pink intruder. Diamond remained oblivious.



“Oh. Well, of course. You’ve probably tried that before.” Her smile wavered. “No problem. I shouldn’t have asked. Sorry.” She twiddled her hooves. “What if… what if I came along with you sometime instead? I’d be glad to help out, and won’t get in the way. I swear!”



Scootaloo let out a short bark of laughter. Sweetie had slumped in her chair, eyes shut and face blank. “Diamond,” Apple Bloom said carefully. “You can’t be a Crusader.”



Diamond stiffened, biting her lip. “I— I know, you’ve already told me that, it’s just…”



“It’s complicated. There are rules.”



 “But I don’t have my cutie mark either!” she burst out.



Apple Bloom pursed her lips. “It’s more than that.”



“I… I see.” Diamond slid out of her chair, not meeting Bloom’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bothered you.” She backed up one step, then another, before turning to dart away.



“And here come the waterworks,” Scootaloo muttered. Apple Bloom turned to glare at her, but she heard the choked sob before the door slammed shut again.



“Maybe that was too harsh,” Sweetie Belle said.



“You know we can’t.” Scootaloo sighed. “It’d be so much easier if she was just a brat. If she called us blank flanks, you know? Like her—” She caught sight of Apple Bloom and cut off, showing a sheepish smile.



“Still feels rotten,” Sweetie muttered.



“Yeah,” Bloom said. “Feels awful.”



“Well maybe this will make you feel better!” a voice said in her ear, and Apple Bloom nearly fell out of her seat.



Pinkie giggled as she reached with one hoof to playfully muss up Apple Bloom’s hair. She turned her head to grip the serving tray with her teeth and slid it onto the table. “Here you go, one brand new super-special cheer-up-a-Crusader treat! We’re calling it the Sundae Fundae. It’s gonna be a huuuge hit with the foals, right? Right?”



Apple Bloom stared at the ice cream monstrosity in front of her. The ends of two bananas poked out of a mound of vanilla ice-cream, drowning in hot fudge and capped off with cherries, strawberries, and even blueberries. To top it all off, a sparkler was jammed in the center, fizzing and popping brightly.



Pinkie looked at Bloom, then the dessert, then back to Bloom. The broad grin on her face slowly faded as the moment stretched out longer and longer. “It’s… You don’t like it.”



Apple Bloom swallowed, trying to put on a smile. “It’s really nice, Pinkie.”



Pinkie shook her head violently. “No. You don’t like it. It’s not right. It’s awful!”



Apple Bloom reached out to grab Pinkie’s hoof and hold her still. She looked up with Pinkie with as much genuine warmth as she could muster. “It’s great. I do feel better. Just a bad day, you know?”



Pinkie kept frowning but slowly nodded. “Okay. H–how about I get you a coffee too?”



“I’d like that.”



Pinkie backed away, still frowning as she kept a concerned eye on Apple Bloom.



Apple Bloom looked down. It even had come with a bib to wear, so you wouldn’t get messy.



“The worst thing is that it really does look good,” Scootaloo said, bitterness apparent in her voice.



“That’s the worst thing?” Sweetie said.



“Yeah.” Apple Bloom felt tears of frustration collect in her eyes. “Yeah, it kinda is.”








“Alright, so what did we learn?” Scootaloo asked. She hunched over the short table in the clubhouse and gripped a crayon in her teeth, eyes intent as she drew.



Sweetie Belle frowned. “Landing on rocks hurts?”



“You stink at flying?” Apple Bloom said.



Scootaloo spat out the crayon and glared at her for a moment. “No. And definitely no. We learned that we need to go bigger.” She gestured towards the paper, where she had drawn a smiling stick-pony atop a big triangle.



“I don’t know where we’re going to find a bigger tree,” Sweetie said, a hint of doubt in her voice.



“It’s not a tree.” Scootaloo paused, raising both hooves in dramatic emphasis. “It’s a mountain.”



Apple Bloom sighed. “Nope.”



“What? Look, the theory is sound, we just have to—”



“No,” Apple Bloom repeated. “No trees, no mountains, not even jumping off a cloud somehow.”



“Hey!” Scootaloo’s eyes lit up. “That’s a good idea. Skydiving! We find a pegasus who’ll take us up and—”



“It ain’t gonna work!” Apple Bloom shouted. A quiet fell on the clubhouse as the other two looked at her, eyebrows raised. “It hasn’t yet and it never will, no matter how high we go. I can’t keep tryin’ this stuff just for your sake, Scootaloo. I gotta find something that actually has a chance of working.”



“Fine,” Scootaloo said. “Then what’s your idea?”



Bloom ground her teeth. “I wish I knew. I’ve tried everything. I was certain something would stick. Deepwater cave-diving should have been perfect, not to mention timberwolf taming—”



“I’m definitely vetoing anything else having to do with monsters,” Sweetie said. “No hydra hunting or manticore trapping either.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m sick of waking up in piles of fibrous nuggets.”



“I’m surrounded by dictionaries,” Scootaloo muttered. She raised a hoof. “And yes, I know what you mean, please don’t explain further.”



Apple Bloom ignored them. “Heck, we even tried extreme cooking in Sweetie Belle’s honor.”



Sweetie pouted. “I don’t always set everything on fire,” she said.



“But nothing worked. I’m beginning to think…”



“Don’t say it,” Scootaloo said sternly.



“I’m beginning to think it’s a lost cause.”



“Apple Bloom…” Sweetie whimpered.



“Then what?” Scootaloo said, her voice sharp. “You’re giving up? To do what?”



“I don’t know,” Bloom muttered.



“Of course you don’t! You don’t know anything!”



“Scootaloo!” Sweetie squeaked.



“Crusaders don’t give up!” she shouted. “You can’t! Not when this whole mess is—” She cut off, Sweetie having dashed across to jam a hoof against her muzzle.



“Say it,” Apple Bloom said.



Scootaloo pushed Sweetie away. When she continued her voice was calm. “Not when this whole mess is your fault in the first place.”



Apple Bloom felt wetness in her eyes. She looked up to see Sweetie sadly shaking her head at her. “Is that what you think we think?” Sweetie asked.



“Shouldn’t it be obvious?” Apple Bloom said. “Maybe… maybe I could try potions again. That’s what started everything, isn’t it?”



“Twilight said potions wouldn’t work,” Scootaloo said.



“Twilight said potions wouldn’t make things normal again,” Bloom said. “Twilight doesn’t know everything. What about the zebras? What about the buffalo? Maybe they can help.”



“There aren’t any zebras around here. Not since Zecora left.”



“I know,” Apple Bloom said.



Sweetie gulped. “You mean… You’d leave Ponyville? Would you leave us behind?”



“I— I don’t know. I wouldn’t have to.”



Scootaloo directed a flinty stare at her. “Crusaders together, forever and ever. Remember?”



“I know, I know!” Apple Bloom screwed her eyes shut. “That’s what I want! The only thing that I want. You know that!”



No voice responded. When she opened her eyes, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle were gone.



Apple Bloom slowly walked out to look through the clubhouse’s window. She belatedly noticed that the glass was spiderwebbed with cracks. One more thing to put on her list to fix, next to repainting the walls and replacing several broken floorboards. More work that she’d never get around to completing. More evidence of everything around her falling apart.



She trotted over to curl up in the clubhouse’s old thinking corner, waiting for an inspiration that never came. The lightbulb above her stayed dark. It had burned out a long time ago.








The bell dinged above the door as Apple Bloom entered, frowning at all the fully-bedecked ponnequins in the showroom.



“One moment!” a voice cheerily called out from a back room. Hoofsteps clopped as the proprietor trotted to the front. “Welcome to the Carousel Boutique, where your beauty is our business! How can I— Oh, Apple Bloom! What a pleasant surprise.”



“Hi, Diamond Tiara,” Apple Bloom said, a faint smile appearing on her face.



“I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.” Diamond Tiara trotted to the front door and flipped the sign over to signal the shop as closed. “Come in, come in. I’ll put on some tea.”



Bloom shuffled her hooves in place. “It’s not a bother?”



“Don’t be silly, I’ve always got time for you,” Diamond Tiara said firmly. She ushered Apple Bloom into the kitchen at the back of the Boutique, where a pair of stools sat at a modest table. Apple Bloom was about to sit when Diamond quickly trotted back to set a cushion down.



Even with the cushion, Apple Bloom still found the table too high to be comfortable.



“It’ll only take a moment,” Diamond Tiara said, busying herself with fetching a kettle. “I trust jasmine will be acceptable?”



“Still my favorite,” Apple Bloom drawled.



“That’s why I always make sure I have plenty.” Diamond glanced back at Apple Bloom over her shoulder, some curiosity apparent. “Did something happen? Crusading not going well?”



“Something like that.” Apple Bloom pursed her lips. “I just need someone to talk to.”



“Of course.”



Apple Bloom lapsed into silence, and Diamond Tiara was savvy enough to give her time and not bring up the contradiction. Bloom idly watched as Diamond heated the water and steeped the tea. 



Honestly, Tiara had become a refined, elegant mare, growing into the kind of grace that she always vainly pretended to have as a foal. Age had softened her physique with gentler curves, and she wore her hair loose and unadorned now. It really wasn’t fair at all – Apple Bloom didn’t know how, but every year Diamond managed to become even more beautiful in her eyes.



It wasn’t until Diamond had poured them each a cup of tea and taken a long sip that she broke the silence. “I ran into Applejack at market the other day. She said you all are putting up another barn.”



“Mhm,” Bloom said. “There’s an awful lot of mouths to feed around Sweet Apple Acres these days. And more on the way.”



“That must be nice,” Diamond said, smiling. “I can remember when it was just four Apples making do. Now there’s so many helping hooves, and if what Father says is true, orders of Sweet Apple Acres apples being shipped all across Equestria.”



Apple Bloom’s hooves tapped on either side of her cup. “Yes. It’s... nice.”



Diamond’s brow furrowed and she opened her mouth to push further, but Apple Bloom rushed to speak. “How’s Pip doing?”



The smile on Diamond’s face fell away. “He’s doing fine. In Canterlot again on business. You know how it is.”



Apple Bloom watched her intently. “Yes. It must be hard. I would have thought Princess Luna would just visit his dreams if she needed something.”



“I’m not convinced she doesn’t,” Diamond muttered.



“Hm?”



“Diamond Glitz is doing well,” Diamond said, the smile returning. “Though, you’re not going to believe this… She’s being bullied at school.”



Apple Bloom’s eyebrows raised. “Really? I suppose that’s not too surprising. I don’t have any idea how a brat like you ended up with a filly as sweet and kind as her.”



Diamond grinned. “Me either! When I found out, I was ready to tear down to that schoolhouse on a rampage, demand to see the little snots and their parents too, all to give them a piece of my mind. She had to beg and plead for me not to get involved.”



Apple Bloom flashed a smile. “If you want me to—”



“No, no, no. If I don’t get to play the avenging angel, you certainly don’t. I just wish that she’d stand up for herself a bit more. She doesn’t have many friends. In fact, I was thinking…”



Apple Bloom stiffened, her head dipping.



“Why don’t you take her along on one of your Crusades sometime?” Diamond raised a hoof. “I know, I know. But think of it like foalsitting. Give her a little confidence, help her to be more social in a safe environment. I think it’d be good for her.”



“She’s asked me as much directly. I can’t do that,” Apple Bloom said flatly. “It’s not safe.”



Diamond rolled her eyes. “She’s shy, not fragile. She’ll be fine. And you could always just try finding your cutie mark in something more safe for a change.”



Apple Bloom bit her lip. “You don’t understand. I—” She took a deep breath. “I gave up Crusading for my cutie mark a long time ago.”



“I’m sorry?” Diamond blinked. “Didn’t I just see you renting a whole bunch of climbing gear the other day?”



“I’m still crusading,” Apple Bloom said. “But for something different.” Her eyes slid to look away from Diamond Tiara. “I’m looking for a way to die.”



Diamond stared at her, both ears flat against her head. “That’s… that’s not very funny.”



“You’re right.” Apple Bloom took a sip of her tea. “It’s not.”



Diamond’s mouth opened and closed. “You’re serious?”



“Deadly serious.” Apple Bloom showed a ghost of a smirk. “If you’ll pardon the pun.”



Diamond took a deep breath, closing her eyes. When she opened them again, they burned with an intensity that made Bloom flinch. “Apple Bloom, in the years that I’ve known you, you have done many hopelessly idiotic things. But this has got to be the most stupid, blockheaded, blank-flank thing I have ever heard you say.”



Apple Bloom shrugged. “It’s my business, not yours.”



“It’s not your business!” she snapped. “Think about everyone else for a change, you idiot.”



“Like who?”



Diamond Tiara threw her hooves up. “Your family for one!”



Apple Bloom shook her head. “They’d be better off without me. You know that I’ve got nieces and nephews bigger than me now? I can’t even buck an apple tree. I’ll never be able to. I’m just in the way.”



“How selfish can you be? Your family doesn’t care if you can buck a Celestia-damned apple tree. That’s not the point!”



“Even if they don’t mind having me around, ultimately they’d be better off with me out of the picture.” Apple Bloom sighed. “Don’t you get it? I died a long time ago. I’m just a ghost now, haunting the ponies I used to love.”



Diamond Tiara gaped. Then she groaned loudly in frustration. “That has got to be the most insipid attempt at emotional manipulation I have ever heard. And that’s coming from someone who would know.”



“Hey,” Apple Bloom said defensively. “You don’t know what it’s like. You can’t know what it’s like. I’m not going to get my cutie mark, and that’s one thing. But I’ve been twelve-and-a-half years old now for two decades.”



“Spare me,” Diamond Tiara spat out. “Yeah, you’ve got it rough. Guess what? Everypony has problems. Just because yours is some kind of screwed up magical curse doesn’t make you a special snowflake of suffering.”



Apple Bloom flushed red. “If I was dead, everypony would be better off. Maybe my family would be sad, but nopony would really miss me in the long run.”



Diamond’s hoof pounded against the table. “I would miss you, you self-centered blank-flank.”



“Really?” Apple Bloom asked, leaning forward.



“Yes,” Diamond said, her eyes hard. “Though tartarus help me if I know why. Of all the imbecilic harebrained—”



Apple Bloom had to basically crawl across the table to kiss Diamond Tiara. She kept her eyes jammed shut as their lips mashed together, hot and warm and sending her heart racing until—



Diamond Tiara shoved Apple Bloom back, her stool clattering against the floor. They stared at each other, both of their chests still heaving.



“I—” Apple Bloom started.



Diamond Tiara raised a hoof to stop her. When she spoke, her voice was cautious. “Apple Bloom. I— I don’t know what you’re looking for but you know that I can’t give it to you. There’s Pipsqueak and Diamond Glitz to consider.” She sighed. “You’re too—”



“Too young,” Bloom said bitterly. “I know. And you know what? You’re right. I am, and I always will be.”



Diamond shook her head. “No, listen to me. You’re too short-sighted. How do you really feel about me?”



“I love you!”



“You think you do.” Diamond pursed her lips. “You’re my best friend, Apple Bloom. And I’ve always tried to support you and help you. I know that you’ve got it hard, having to deal with things that nopony should. But you’re so fixated on the past that you can’t let yourself have a present.”



Apple Bloom glared at her through red eyes. “This wasn’t living in the present?”



“You only like me because I remind you of a time before. I’m safe, easy, because we’ve known each other for so long. Because as much as things change, you can still see the old me, and feel like you’re in a place where the world makes sense. Meanwhile, there are a thousand ponies out there who you won’t talk to, ponies who want to know you but who you won’t allow to get close.”



“Because they’ll go away. They all go away.”



“Yeah,” Diamond said. She let out a quick snort. “Of course they will. That’s how life works, stupid. For everypony, not just you.”



“Fine, then. That’s why I want no part of it. That’s why I’d rather die.”



Diamond Tiara shook her head sadly. “Think about Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle,” she said, the words so soft as to barely be audible.



Apple Bloom froze. “You think I don’t?” she whispered.



Diamond took a step forward. “It wasn’t your fault, Apple Bloom. You know that. Just like you know that Scootaloo and Sweetie wouldn’t want—”



Apple Bloom felt her hooves trembling. “Sh-shut up. You don’t get to talk about them.”



“Tell me it’s not true. Tell me that they’d—”



“Shut up!” Apple Bloom screamed.



Diamond fell silent, but refused to look away from Apple Bloom’s eyes.



Apple Bloom bit her lip. “I— I’ve been thinking about leaving Ponyville for a while. Maybe this is the right time.”



“To do what? To see the world, or… to find a way to...”



“Leaving Ponyville,” Bloom repeated. “There’s a train tomorrow. After all, isn’t it clear now? Everypony’s life would be way simpler with me gone.”



Diamond paused, a stricken look crossing her face, before being replaced by something more collected. “Maybe that’s for the best. But…”



Apple Bloom looked up at her.



Diamond bit her lip. “Apple Bloom, I’m… sorry. I don’t think I’m a very good friend. Here I should have been helping you but I think all I’m doing is making things worse. Sometimes I worry that deep down, I’m still the same spoiled brat I’ve always been, more interested than yelling and arguing than being a friend. Sometimes I’m not a very good pony at all.”



“Now who’s being emotionally manipulative?” Apple Bloom said.



“Shush. The point is, I’m going to ask one more thing that I know is selfish.” Diamond frowned. “Promise me I’ll see you again? I don’t care when, in a month, in a year, in a decade. But promise me that you won’t—” The words caught in her throat. “Promise me that you’ll come back some day.”



Apple Bloom turned and trotted to the door. She turned at the last moment, looking over her shoulder, mouth open for a response. Her mouth closed again, the words not coming, and she walked out of the Boutique.








Apple Bloom stood on the third platform of Ponyville’s train station. It had come a long way from the simple station of a few decades ago, with tracks stretching in nearly every direction, offering passage to any number of locations. It was early in the morning, the sun barely over the horizon and only a hoofful other ponies waiting along with her for the first train headed east.



Apple Bloom shifted in place, resettling the heavy saddlebags across her back. She took a deep breath and exhaled, letting her eyes slip closed.



“So you’re leaving after all?” Scootaloo’s voice came, at her right.



“Looks like it,” Apple Bloom said. “I’m sorry. So sorry.”



She heard a snatch of musical laughter from her left. “What for? You know we don’t really blame you.”



“But now I’m leaving Ponyville. Leaving you two here. Crusaders together, forever and ever, isn’t that how it was supposed to be?”



“We could go with you,” Scootaloo offered.



“You could.” Apple Bloom sighed. “But they couldn’t. The real Scootaloo and Sweetie. They’re already gone, and never coming back. I know that. All I can do is find a way to follow.”



“That’s not all you can do,” Sweetie said, reproachfully. “Diamond was right. That’s not what they would want.”



“I don’t know what they’d want,” Apple Bloom blurted out.



“Yes, you do,” Scootaloo said. “Quit being silly. I know, which means you do too, at least somewhere deep down.”



“And what’s that?”



“They want you to be happy,” Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo whispered together in her ears. Their giggles echoed, slowly fading away on the wind.



Apple Bloom opened her eyes. She stood alone on the platform once more. A stallion in a suit  nearby was giving her a strange look, not used to seeing a filly talking to herself, but she didn’t pay him any attention. Instead, she turned in place to look back at Ponyville, her home for her entire life. 



It had grown a lot over the years, from a small community of thatch-roofed cottages to a thriving town at the center of one of Equestria’s major crossroads. Lots of changes since the day long ago that a terrible accident had doomed Apple Bloom to always be the same. Since the day that she had lost something – someponies – that were truly irreplaceable. She looked out at Ponyville and knew that somewhere, past all the buildings and the glimmering crystal castle that dominated the skyline, there was a small, understated graveyard, where crawling ivy wrapped itself around the granite of two familiar memorials.



She turned her back on the past to look at the iron tracks stretching out into the distance. She could see the cloud of smoke growing on the horizon as the train quickly approached. There was a whole huge world out there, hanging just out of sight, full of all sorts of wonders and mysteries. And even if she had to go it alone, she knew she had to push onwards. She owed her friends that much. Surely, somewhere out there, she would find the answer she was looking for. 



And maybe, she thought to herself, I might even be able to find the question that I should be asking.
      

      
   
      Contradictions


      

      
      
         Here’s the thing about Twilight: She is a bundle of contradictions.



Like, imagine you’re flying over the Everfree. There are some good clouds about. Cumulus. Light and fluffy, great for practising tricks on because they soak up the force of the impact if you crash. So you get comfy. You begin to test the limits of what you can do – and then bam! you're suddenly dodging your way through thunderheads which sprung up out of nowhere.



Imagine that, but as a pony, and you have something pretty close to Twilight Sparkle.



For instance, the mare eats like a pig at a trough. Have you ever seen her? She gorges herself. She’s a lion ripping apart an antelope, leaving scraps scattered across the place for the scavengers to mop up, except most of the time there are no scavengers, just cleaners who look like they’ve never had a happy day in their life. 



But when I try to snack on some hay fries while I read the latest Daring Do what do I get? “Rainbow, you can’t eat food here. This is a library. I don’t care if you’re trying to be careful, you’ll get grease everywhere.” I mean, so what if I get a smidgen of food here or there? I try to be clean, which is more than you can say for her.



Anyway, point is Twilight is one weird gal. The girls and I love her for it, or despite it, but sometimes it makes her really hard to understand.



Which I guess is at the heart of what happened. We just didn’t understand.



It was two weeks back. Maybe three. Anyway, a few weeks back, Pinkie Pie being Pinkie Pie decided to host the town’s harvest festival. It was her first big gig as a party planner – the official, professional kind, not the kind she does for the hell of it – and she had a plan. Pinkie wanted it to be the most memorable festival in the history of Ponyville, the kind of event that has ponies talking for years afterwards, the kind they tell their kids about when they’re old and boring.



She had this big plan. She wanted produce displays, baking competitions, arts and crafts, sporting events, party games, carnival games, games, dance and music, and cultural events up the wazoo. She wanted bunting and banners hanging from every building, art in every park, wanted the whole place looking so gorgeous that it would “stick in their mind’s eye like icing glue”.



And naturally, she wanted us to help.



So we did. I managed the weather and helped with the banners. Fluttershy organised the petting zoo for the foals and chipped in when it came to music. AJ was busy harvesting, but she promised to bring her best when it came to produce and baked good and, drumroll please, cider. Sweet cider. Rarity did her usual decorating job, and Twilight helped with the actual running of things, although Pinkie Pie took care of most of that.



And, thanks to our help, the festival ran smoothly. Heck, that’s an understatement. It was everything Pinkie wished for – maybe not everything everything, but close enough. And I can’t emphasize enough how important the help of her friends was, especially yours truly. Not to boast or anything, but they probably couldn’t have done it without me.



By the end of it, we were exhausted. It took five days to set everything up, and a lot of running about before that just trying to make sure that we’d have all the stuff we needed when show time actually came. And then there was the festival itself. Looking back, it’s impressive that we pulled it off at all.



So, being tired, everyone took a few days to rest and relax – except for AJ who would probably smack you if you even suggested that she chill out. This was about the time that I began to pick up on one of Twilight’s quirks.



See, when I relax, I do one of three things: I practise tricks, I take a nap, or I read Daring Do. I did plenty of the first two over those days, but in the evenings I would head over to the library, pull out a novel, and lose myself in the world of Daring Do.



Usually, Twi would let me stay as long as I wanted. Sometimes, I crashed at hers, just read until I could barely keep my eyes open, and fell asleep on her couch. But on the first day after the festival, she did something strange. 



She asked me to leave.



It was evening. The sun was setting. The few cirrus clouds in the sky were pink, like cotton candy teased apart by a curious foal. Little of the light made it into the library, and I was straining to see the words on the page. I was just thinking of asking Twi to fix me up a firefly lamp or a magic light to read by when she walked into the room.



The strain of the last couple of days still showed. She had these bags under her eyes that you would need luggage handlers to lift, real deep purple. Her hair stuck out at weird angles, like she’d fallen asleep and just woken up. And her posture – she was putting all of her weight onto one hoof, then slowly rocking around, transferring the weight between her legs as though it would give her other legs a chance to rest.



I thought of saying something, but before I had the chance to, she said, “It’s closing time, Dash.”



“That mean I can move to your couch?” I stretched, enjoying the way my back popped and cracked. “This chair’s kind of uncomfortable, even with all the cushions. I should set you up with some cloud cushions. Way comfier.”



Understanding came slowly to Twilight’s face, as though she was hearing me from the end of a long, dark tunnel. Her nose screwed up and her brows came together. 



“I’m not putting clouds in here. Maintaining them would be difficult for a start, not to mention the risk of them hitting one of the bookcases and ruining a whole shelf of books. The moisture damage . . .” Her eyes went faraway and she shivered. “And no,’ she continued, “I mean the library is closing, and I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”



I looked up at her, confused. “Why can’t I just chill like usual?” 



She glanced away. “I want some time to, uh . . .”



I waited, then said, “Didn’t know ‘uh’ was an activity.”



“It’s a project,” she blurted. “I’m, uh, working on a project.”



“What kind of project?” 



“A history project. Yes. I’m tracing the history of, uh, some old books I found.”



I nodded slowly. “Okay, then. And why do you need me to leave?”



“I’ll be setting up some rituals to help me track their thaumalogical imprint, and I really need to concentrate,” Twilight said, more certainly now.



“Sure, whatever,” I said. “Mind if I take this home for the night? Daring Do has just escaped King Kommodo’s lair.”



Twilight smiled. “Of course.”



At the time, I suspected that Twilight wasn’t telling me the truth of why she was kicking me out, but I didn’t have any firm reason to doubt what she said. I mean, tracking the history of dusty boring books? Twi did that kind of for shits and gigs. Why would I doubt her?

But the next day, she kicked me out again, right on sun-down. She looked tired, but not as bad as the day before, and she seemed a lot more certain of herself than she did the day before. 



I didn’t question her. Heck, a week went by before I started wondering what the heck she was up to, and that was only because what happened at lunch.



I guess I oughtta say something about that. See, every week we have lunch together, all six of us. Someone new chooses the place every week. This week it was Rarity, and she had picked this fancy-schmancy place called La Belle Bleu.



I called it fancy and I mean that. It was in the centre of town, where an old café used to be before the owner sold off the deed and moved to Hoofington. The new owners were from Fillydelphia. They had decorated the place with baskets of flowers and pots of little cactia, given the whole café a paint job. Basically, they had gutted the old café with a machete and put in its place the kind of tiny-portioned, there for the prestige not the food, expensive outlet Rarity lived on.



It was depressing.



By the time I arrived, everyone was there but myself and Twilight. I pulled up a seat, ignored the glare from Rarity when the chair squealed against the floor, and glanced through the menu. Nothing interesting. Well, interesting and cheap. I was living on a Weather Team budget.



AJ made some remark about how I was always running late for a mare who enjoyed being the fastest, and I shot back some insult which was definitely better than hers. With that over, conversation resumed and I let it fold over me like a familiar blanket and didn’t really take interest until Twilight showed up.



It wasn’t interesting that Twilight was late. No, that happened often enough that nobody was surprised. (Late despite being obsessed with tardiness – see how these contradictions pile up?) What interested me was something she said, or didn’t say, shortly after arriving.

She came in looking harried and a bit edgy, and made herself a spot at the table with little fuss. “Sorry, girls,” she said. “I got caught up with some stuff at the library.”



I laughed. “Is that your way of saying you overslept?”



Twilight blushed, and that was all the answer I need. The others giggled along with me. AJ was the first to resume the conversation. “Don’t worry about it none, sug. We all have late nights every now and then.”



“Some of us more often than others,” I said. I might have been sneering.



“You know what they say about glass houses, Rainbow Dash,” said Rarity, giving me that catty Got You Darling look of hers. “Besides, Twilight always has a good reason for her sleep-ins, don’t you darling?”



“Well,” Twilight said, rubbing the back of her head. “I got a caught up in a good book.”



“Ooh! Was it how to make origami books?” Pinkie asked. “I read that one and it was super duper good! They said to use thin paper that you could buy from a speciality store, but I didn’t have any of that, so I thought wouldn’t it be cool if I made an origami book out of sugar paper, because that it really thin, but it didn’t work out and that’s why the book on origami books is full of icing, I’m sorry.”



“Ah,” was Twilight’s reply.



I saved her the effort of formulating a response. Smart ponies like Twi struggle to think of stuff to say after they hear Pinkie speak, but I never have that problem. Wait. Uh, nevermind. Anyway, I said, “You were probably working on that project of yours, weren’t you Twi?”



This is where Twilight should have giggled the way she does when she feels embarrassed about one of her all-nighter egghead projects. But she didn’t. She just looked at me blankly for a second, and then something dawned on her. You could actually see the realisation being made. 



She quickly said, “Oh yes, all night,” but I’d seen that hesitation, and now I knew for sure that she was lying to us, to me.



Well, maybe not lying. The word’s too strong. But she was definitely withholding the truth and that didn’t sit well with me. You might not know this, but I look out for my friends, and if there was something bothering Twilight enough for her to hide it from us, by Celestia I was going to find out what it was.



When lunch was over, we all said our goodbyes and went our ways. All except me. I flew up to a small cloud above the café. From there, I kept an eye out for Pinkie Pie. 



She emerged last, alongside Applejack, and walked with her back to Sweet Apple Acres. Flying as fast as two ponies walk isn’t a whole lot of fun, let me tell you, and I was beginning to question whether it was worth trying to catch Pinks alone. But at the border of the farm, she wrapped AJ in a hug, then started coming back to Ponyville.



That was my chance. I plummeted towards her, wings tight against my barrel. When I was within spitting distance, I cupped the wind and landed beside her with barely a sound.



“Ooh, Dashie, that was cool. I bet not everypony can pull that off. You must be pretty proud of yourself.”



Now, not everypony can pull off a stunt like that. Most would wrench a joint or strain a muscle. Only years of training allowed me to do it, and I was pretty proud of myself.



Wait.



“Pinkie, did you just—  you know what, never mind. I’m here about Twilight. Did you notice anything, I dunno, kind of odd about her at lunch?”



Pinkie pursed her lips and hummed thoughtfully. “Nope!” she said at last.



I sighed. 



“Unless you count that weird pause when you said that thing about the thing?” she added.



“The project?”



“Yup! In that case, I would say she was acting strangely.”



I nodded. So it wasn’t just me, then. I decided to tell Pinkie Pie what had happened at closing time. Pinkie Pie listened carefully, and when I was finished, she said, “So you think something is bothering her?”



“Yeah, basically.”



“What could be bothering her that she wouldn’t tell her best friends in the whole wide world about? Her BFWWW’s?”



I shrugged. “That’s what I wanna find out.”



We spent the rest of the walk back into Ponyville talking over what it might be and how we could find out for sure. We came up with no definite problems and no sure solutions, so we figured out a time to meet and parted ways.



In the lead up to the meeting, I tried to press Twilight for information about her project. If she slipped up, I could call her out and get to the bottom of what she was really doing. 



She didn’t slip. The first time I pressed, all I got was a promise that she would show me some of the work if I was interested. The second time, I was “treated”, quotation marks intentional, to the boringest, dullest, it-would-be-less-painful-to-beat-yourself-to-death-with-a-rock-est lecture ever. Seriously. When I got home from that one, I spent two hours doing free falls while blasting rock music and reading Daring Do’s fight scenes – all just to get that rubbish out of my head.



Urgh, just thinking about it hurts.



Anyway, if Twilight had been trying to get me off her back, she succeeded. I didn’t go back to the library once before the meeting came around.



When I say meeting, I mean it casually. Like, it wasn’t black suits and briefcases, sitting around an oval desk. It was cupcakes and coffee, sitting at a picnic table in Greenfields Park. 



We had been sitting for a while, actually. Pinkie brought with her a basket of freshly baked cupcakes, and they were delicious. 

While we ate them – Pinkie eating six for every one of mine – we chatted about normal stuff, but after the last cupcake was gone, the mood changed. Pinkie stopped joking, stopped laughing and talking, and sat quietly for a minute, which, for Pinkie, is like taking a vow of silence. Just when I was starting to feel uneasy, she spoke.



“What is bothering Twilight?” she said softly, more a question to herself than to me.



“I dunno,” I replied. “But it started after the harvest festival. Maybe something happened to her?”



Pinkie shook her head. “Nah-uh. She was helping me plan everything. We stuck together like glue or icing or glitter.” 



“Glitter?”



“It’s the herpes of the art world.”



“Okay. Well, uh, you couldn’t have been together all the time. There must have been some time when you were separated.”



“Like glue,” she said, miming her hooves being stuck together. Her eyes widened. “What if it was me? What if I’m the problem?” 



“You did something that caused her to start kicking me out around closing time?” I said. “Yeah, somehow I don’t think so, Pinks.”



Pinkie hummed and scratched her chin. I imagined dozens of different thoughts bouncing around her skull, most of them off-the-walls and off target, but a few of them frighteningly accurate in the way Pinkie sometimes was. At last she opened her mouth to speak, and I leaned forwards intently.



“I got nothing,” she said.



I leaned back and sighed. Frustrating mare, I tell ya. “That makes two of us.”



“We should do a stakeout,” Pinkie suggested.



I shook my head. “We’re not trying to catch her sneaking out. We’re trying to catch her staying in.”



“A breaking and entering?”



 “That sounds . . .” My eyes narrowed. “. . . kind of illegal.”



“An infiltration!”



I shrugged. Close enough. “Yeah, sure. An infiltration. What’s the plan, then?”



Pinkie smiled, showing a few too many teeth. “Leave that to me.”



I didn’t exactly feel confident in leaving the details of the plan to her. Pinkie was a great party planner, but when it came to other things, her plans tended to be a bit – how should I put it – excessive? Over the top? Hair-brained and unreliable and overly complex? All of those things, really. Pinkie’s schemes could rival those of a villain in a Daring Do novel.



So I wasn’t exactly surprised when I received what was labelled a ‘secret missive’ some time later that afternoon. It came attached to several balloons and a confetti popper. Not exactly secret, but whatever. I opened it, and the message inside told me to meet Pinkie in the bushes outside the library at six p.m sharp – closing time.



I passed the afternoon helping out the weather crew and practising a few tight-space manoeuvres. It helped burn some nerves. When evening came, I headed over to the library.



As I drew near, I heard a voice hiss my name. I looked around, and heard it again, coming from a copse of bushes in someone’s garden. I glanced around, hoping that no one was watching, and approached the bushes. When I came close, a hoof flew out of the foliage, looped around my neck, and dragged me in.



I blinked, and when my eyes opened, I found myself in a small hollow space in the centre of the copse, facing what looked like a frizzy haired ninja.



“Pinkie Pie,” I said. “The heck are you wearing?”



“It’s a stealth suit!” she chirped back. “Twilight gave it to me when we broke into the Canterlot vaults to steal forbidden time magic.”

What. I laughed uneasily. “That’s a good one, Pinks. You’re kidding right?”



“No, it really is a stealth suit,” she said. Her smile didn’t waver. “Anywho, Twilight has just closed up shop, so now it’s time to do some shop-lifting.”



“Shop-lifting?”



“Lifting ourselves into that shop, silly. We’re going to get in through the window.”



She pointed towards the library and I followed her hoof. On the second floor, one of the windows had been left halfway open, probably to let in the breeze. It wasn’t large enough to squeeze through – not for me and definitely not for Pinkie – but if Twilight had Spike maintaining it, which she would have, then it would be greased up like a freshly cooked hayburger. We could open it without any fear of making a noise.



“Okay, so once we are in, what’s the plan?”



“When ponies are doing sneaky experiments in movies, they always go into the basement. We will take out the dragon, sneak downstairs, and capture ourselves an elusive alicorn.”



“Except for taking out Spike, that sounds like a plan.”



Pinkie bobbed her head. “Yessiree.”



“So how are we going to do this?” I asked.



“Like this,” replied Pinkie.



She ducked between the bushes and disappeared from view. I pushed my head through the bushes. I could see the library clearly, but not Pinkie Pie. I squinted, and saw a shadow detach itself from a fence and skitter across the ground like a hunting spider. The shadow disappeared into the shade of a tree, then reappeared on the far side, rolling towards the library. Again it disappeared, and reappeared this time and the base of the library, below the open window. It crouched, tensed, and leaped, landing on a branch beside the window.

I nodded, impressed. Now it was my turn.



I stepped out of the bushes, brushed some stray bit of plant out of my fur, opened my wings, and with three strong beats covered the distance between myself and the branch. I landed beside Pinkie, who pouted.



“That wasn’t sneaky at all, Dashie,” she said.



I shrugged. “It’s Twilight. You could march up to her door with a battering ram and she wouldn’t notice until you came into her room, took away her books, and tied her up in rope.” 



Pinkie waggled her eyebrows. “Are you into that kind of thing?” 



My face felt hot for a moment. It wasn’t a blush, I swear. 



“Sh-shut up,” I retorted.



“Gags as well?”  



I groaned. “I—  You—  Forget it. Are we going to do this?”



“I thought you’d never ask,” Pinkie said, with more innuendo than I cared for. She pried open the window and wiggled through. After a pause, I followed.



Now, a lot of ponies call me a loud-mouth, and noisy, and boastful, inconsiderate, rude – a whole bunch of things like that, often listed off by Rarity whenever I piss her off. But when I want to be quiet, I can be; and when I slipped through that window onto Twilight’s bathroom floor, I was.



Yet, for all my quietness, somehow Spike managed to hear me. 



He must have been up there sweeping or something, because he was close enough to make out the sound of my hoofs clicking against the floor. He stopped whatever he was doing, and the bathroom fell into silence. Pinkie Pie, who was standing on her hind legs beside the door, glanced back at me in alarm. I gave her calming gesture: Wait.



We waited. Nothing came from the other side of the door, and then there was a sound: the click of claws on wood. 

“Twilight, is that you?” asked a young, raspy voice.



Pinkie Pie mouthed something at me. I didn’t get it. I shook my head, and she repeated it.



Take out the dragon.



I sighed noiselessly. Okay, we were going to take out the dragon.



Spike’s footsteps approached the door, then stopped. The door knob creaked and turned. The door crept open. I caught a glimpse of purple scales and a huge green eye, and then Pinkie moved. 



She flung open the door and grabbed Spike with her front hooves, forcing something, a hoofsock, I think, into his mouth. The dragon was stunned. He didn’t resist as she yanked him into the bathroom and bound him with rope. Then she pushed him into a corner and pressed her nose to his.



“Okay, kid, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. Easy way, you stay here and don’t make a sound. Hard way, I tie you up and gag you. Which will it be?”



“Pinkie,” I said. “He’s already tied and gagged.”



Her eyes narrowed. “So he picked the hard way. Tough kid.”



I shook my head. “Come on. Let’s find Twilight.”



Pinkie slinked out of the bathroom. I gave Spike a conciliatory look. “Sorry, squirt. Them’s the breaks. Hang tight, all right?”



Spike didn’t so much as blink. I think he was still trying to comprehend where the sock had come from.



I joined Pinkie Pie on the upper floor. Twilight was nowhere in sight, which meant that she was probably downstairs in her basement already, doing whatever it was she was doing. Something nefarious, I was beginning to suspect. I pointed towards the ground floor, and Pinkie nodded.



With the bare minimum of squeaking, we made our way down the stairs and over to the basement door. It was locked. 

“Is this door normally locked?” Pinkie whispered.



“How should I know?” I whispered back. “Not usually. Twi sometimes goes down to grab books, but she never locks it behind her.”

Pinkie took a deep breath. “Dashie, we may have to come to terms with the fact that our good friend Twilight has descended into evil. And into this basement. And if we go down there, we will have to face her terrible might. We may not survive.” She put a hoof on my shoulder. “I just wanted you to know that out of all my friends, you are the one that I enjoy breaking into other people’s houses with the most.”



“Same here,” I said, then frowned. “Wait, does that mean you break into houses with other— ”



“Hush now. Pinkie’s picking locks.”



Pinkie Pie patted me on the head, which moved her up several places on my prank list, and bent over the door. She pulled white powder from somewhere, put it in her mouth, and then suck on the tip of her mane. She slid the tip, and just the tip, into the lock and counted for several seconds. Then she twisted her head, and the door popped open.



“Hard icing sugar,” she explained. “Works a treat!”



Sometimes I think Pinkie Pie has a little too much fun messing with my head.



The door opened onto a staircase which led into darkness. Just visible at the bottom was a faint orange glow. A candle, maybe. I traded looks with Pinks and took the first step.



As far as mare’s go, I’m pretty fearless. Completely fearless, actually, except for two small things. The first is hooficures – can’t stand them. The second fear is dark staircases.



Don’t get me wrong. I don’t freak out or anything. I definitely do not get the shivers, the kind that feels like an elf is tiptoeing along your spine in slippers of ice. Nah-uh. I just feel mildly anxious is all. Not cowardly at all, not after the number of staircase-loving creatures of darkness my friends and I have had to deal with.



So yeah, I was walking down those stairs feeling a little bit out of sorts, and my mind began to turn over the facts of the last week or so. After the festival, Twilight had seemed exhausted and drained, had kicked me, one of her best and closest friends, onto the curb at closing time. She had kept doing so for the past fortnight. When I pressed her, she claimed to be researching a book, but wouldn’t give out any details. Throw in the creepy staircase and it was easy to imagine that the book might not be something Princess-Approved. Might be something a little bit evil.



In short, when I stepped onto the staircase, I thought I was going to help a friend. When I got to the bottom, I was preparing to attack an apprentice necromancer.



Staircases. I hate ‘em.



It didn’t help that at the bottom of the staircase was another door. It was made of black wood and in the gloom it seemed to suck in the light, chew it, swallow it, belch and call for more. I didn’t want to touch it.



“Dashie, are you going to open it?” asked Pinkie Pie.



I gulped. “Maybe, uh, we should open it together? Like, at the same time.”



“That’s what together means, silly.” Pinkie put a hoof on my shoulder. “Let’s do it on three.”



I took a deep breath.



“One.”



Heck, I was Rainbow Dash. The kids loved me. Mares and stallions swooned at the sight of me. I could do this.



“Two.”



I could definitely do this.



“Three!”



We both threw ourselves into the door. It held for an instant, then burst open, and we went sprawling into the room. I regained my hooves first, and crouched low to the ground, ready to pounce or dive for cover – whichever the situation demanded.



The situation demanded neither. As soon as the initial shock of our entrance passed, a voice cried out, “What the heck are you doing?”

 

I surveyed the room for the voice. If it belonged to a necromancer, it was definitely going against convention. Instead of cold stone and mouldy floors, it had clean but scratch floorboards and comfortable furniture. No corpses, but plenty of bookshelves, and, on the far side of the room, a fire that crackled away undisturbed. Beside it, holding a thin paperback in a field of lavender magic, was Twilight.



She didn’t look amused.



“Stopping you from . . . raising the dead?” I tried uncertainly.



Her brows came together like thunderheads. “What?”



“Well, uh—  Pinkie, explain.”



Pinkie, who had fallen into a stack of chairs when she burst through and was still extricating herself, gave me a look that said: What do you expect me to do about it?



I sighed. “Okay, let me start from the beginning.”



I started from the harvest festival, and told her everything from there. After I mentioned the first time she kicked me out, the tension left Twilight’s body and she sagged, as though she had been bracing for a blow that had passed her by. She gestured for me to join her by the fire, and after a moment, Pinkie joined us too. 



I told her about my suspicions, about her strange reactions, about how I thought the book thing was a lie and Pinkie thought so too. I finished with our arrival at her house, leaving out the bit with Spike – the less she knew about that the better. 



We sat in silence for a while, and then I asked the question I needed answering. “So why have you been kicking me out?”



Twilight sighed. The bags under her eyes weren’t as big as they were a week ago, but they were still there and they made her look years older.



“I . . . Look, please don’t be offended,” Twilight said quickly. “I love both of you and all of the girls. You’re my best friends, and you’re more than I could ever deserve.”



“Aww,” Pinkie cooed, nuzzling Twi’s neck. Twilight hesitated, then returned the gesture.



“You’re my best friends, but I . . .” Her head fell. “. . . I need time alone, away from you.”



“What do you mean?” I asked. “You’re the princess of friendship.”



“I know,” she said, looking up at me. “But think, Dash. Before I met you guys, I lived alone. My only real friends were the princess, my brother, and my babysitter. I wouldn’t ever give up the life I had now for that, but you have to understand I grew up being alone. Being around ponies every second of every day . . .” She sighed. “It’s stressful. I need time away from that. I’m sorry.”



I think she was expecting me to shout at her or feel betrayed or something stupid and over the top like that. I didn’t. Instead, I thought.

Did it make sense? Sort of. I liked to have my own space as well, but I never felt guilty about it. If I got bored of company, I left to enjoy my own. It seemed natural to me.



But for Twilight it was some complex issue, all knotted in on itself. I couldn’t understand thinking that way – I don’t think I want to – but the issue was clear enough:



Twilight is a mare of contradictions, and she doesn’t always know how to deal with them. That’s why she’s got friends like me, who say what needs to be said.



“Twi,” I said. “It’s no big deal. Ponies need time alone. Heck, I’m on my own more often than not. It’s natural. You don’t have to feel bad about it.”



“But I’m supposed to be the embodiment of friendship,” she said a little thickly.



Pinkie moved forwards and placed a hoof on her shoulder. “Friends listen to friends and they respect each other’s boulders.”



“Boundaries.”



“Batteries. I don’t prank Fluttershy because she gets really upset and puffy-eyed and cries a lot and then I feel really bad and have to apologise and bring her lots of cupcakes. I don’t think anything bad because of it.”



“Yeah,” I said. “So you need a little alone time. Pfft, so what? Doesn’t make you anything less of a friend.”



Twilight was quiet. She lowered a head, and for a second I thought she was going to say something more about being alone. She didn’t. She reached out and wrapped her legs around our necks and drew us into a tight hug. Pinkie returned it immediately, and then so did I.



We sat like that for a while. “I’m so lucky to have friends like you,” Twilight said at last. Her voice was thick with emotion.



I smiled. “Right back at ya.”



We hugged and talked and did a whole bunch of girly stuff which you don’t need to hear. Just know that I did not cry and was generally cool throughout.



Afterwards, we headed back upstairs to discover that Spike had managed to worm himself across to the staircase and was in the process of wriggling down it. The kid’s got guts. More guts than Pinkie and I, because as soon as Twilight realised what had happened, she shouted us out of the house and chased us halfway down the street, launching books at our tails. 



We might have laughed as we ran.
      

      
   
      All Things In Time


      

      
      
         I watch as the last of my subjects leave my court, their children happily chippering about how pretty I was or how they want to be a princess when they grow up. At times like this I can see why my sister cares so much about protecting their dreams; the happiness and enthusiasm, though naive, is contagious.



And I needed that. After a thousand years of practice, of dealing with ponies that come to me only when they have no recourse, I can smell their parents’ despair. Not just figuratively; the acrid tang of fear atop the subtle smell of their sweat makes my stomach churn, despite the mare’s jasmine perfume.



At least those two understood that I’m not all powerful; it’s bad enough having to tell my little ponies that I can’t help —



“I bet the princess will have grampa up again lickety-split!”



My three decades of borish etiquette classes pay off again as I turn my despairing head drop into a graceful nod, forcing into my face a smile most of my subjects can’t discern from a sincere one. The filly that spoke, the one with the blue coat and the huge pink ribbon on her mane, smiles back, almost crushing my mask of confidence.



As the doors close behind the retreating ponies, that last family and most of my guards alike, I’m almost startled by a voice.



“Anything I can do, your highness? Should I summon Princess Luna?”



I said that most of my subjects can’t tell my smiles apart; a few can. My former captain of the guard, my aide, some of my closer advisors. And a few of my personal guards, sworn to protect both me and the image of a perfect ruler Equestria needs. “That won’t be necessary, Spear Song. I just need some time for myself. You may retire.”



“As you wish.” He turns and leaves, not even trying to hide the concern in his face, at least until he reaches the door; there he pauses for a single moment and, ears perked, face now perfectly composed and neutral, closes the door behind.



I stay in my throne, fighting the call of my fluffy bed, the desire to fall into its silken embrace. Or the cushioned allure of my study. What I must think about, though personal, also relates to my role as the Princess, so it should — nay, must — be done here.



My contemplation on how this latest drama, one I lived countless times ever since my subjects started looking at me as a god, is interrupted by a soft clip clop coming from outside. Its clocklike cadence puts in my mind the image of a red tailcoat, an antique-looking golden clock, and endless lists and schedules. With a sigh I stand, wondering if I should start scheduling time for contemplation while my mind races through all the meetings I had planned for today; I was supposed to meet with the mayor of Hoffington after dinner…



The cadence stops with the sound of pottery breaking.



“Kibitz?”



The seconds lengthen, and before they turn into minutes I pounce at the door, royal etiquette be damned. As soon as the door opens an unexpected sound, as out of place in the palace as Twilight’s theremin at her latest slumber party, reaches my ears: snoring. In every conceivable pitch, from everywhere at once. The hall is  covered in sleeping ponies; I can see my scheduling advisor, a maid bringing my evening tea, and at least a dozen guards snoring where they stood.



A strong, sweet lavender fragrance assaults my nostrils, its calming properties lost in the moment, serving only to make me skittery as a phoenix in a hailstorm. Looking everywhere for unseen assailants, I start channeling a spell to wake the castle — and stop; if I were the assailant, I would attack as soon as my target was distracted with a spell.



“A pity about the tea. Though in any case we wouldn’t have time to enjoy it.”



In the split second before my combat reflexes kick off I spy the interloper; a gray stallion, with long, uncropped white mane and tail. I notice the horn at the moment my magic envelops and lifts the stranger; an unicorn, then.



“Who are you, and what have you done with my ponies?”



The unicorn, despite floating high above the floor in my magical aura, gives me an unconcerned glance, one eyebrow cocked. “Don’t you recognize your old mentor, my little princess?”



My mind reacts fast enough to drown my feelings. “How he called me is in the story books. And you forgot the beard.”



The stranger takes one hoof to his chin and says, “Oh, shoot.” With a brief flash of green his coat lightens; on his face is the same beard that earned my tutor his nickname, and on his back and head the ludicrous star-studded cape and hat that, nevertheless, seemed to have grown from his body, so natural they fit him.



He smiles again. “Satisfied now, Princess?”



“Not so fast.” He does look like he jumped out of a storybook, but there is still something nagging me. “That was changeling magic. And Star Swirl is famous enough to have books and museums about him. I’m not going to fall for this trick.”



“Of course it was changeling magic, where do you think I copied it from? And do those books and museums tell how my frightened little princess cried when she saw me, gray bearded and drained of magic, after I foolishly tried to move sun and moon alone?”



“I didn’t…” Looking up I see him wink, the right corner of his mouth shooting up in the same old irritating smile myself and Luna received whenever Star Swirl wanted to leave an ‘I told you so’ unsaid. And, suddenly, what was just below my thoughts earlier jumps to the front. “But… I saw you die.”



“Nonsense. As if a nightmare out of Tartarus could kill me.”



I carefully set him down, and acknowledge his identity by allowing my tears to flow; besides my fellow princesses, he is the only living pony that knows me capable of crying. As I embrace him like a long lost grandfather, I whisper, “It was you that said you might not survive, you jerk.”



“Good thing Cerberus disagreed. You still play fetch with him, I hope.” Not waiting for an answer, Star Swirl pokes his head into the room I came from and, walking as if he owned the place, goes up the dais and starts poking my throne. “So this is your throne room. Did you add secret passages to this fancy new castle? Under the cushion, like last time? We have to leave before Luna’s spell wear off.”



“No, it’s behind…” I feel as if my mind went from skidding to a full gallop without waiting for me to get a grip. “Wait, what is happening? Luna’s spell? And why did you wait centuries to tell me you didn’t die?”



“We don’t have…” As he looks back, I stop pretending and let my impatience surface in my flaring nostrils and my swooshing tail, the same visage that long ago stopped dragons and hydras in their tracks. His eyes go wide for a moment, and then he guffaws. “Sorry I can’t forget how you and your sister looked as fillies when you were denied your dessert. Now, secret passage? I promise to tell all the important bits on the way.”



“Behind the night tapestry. It was always Luna that loved them the most,” I say, memories of a millennium worth of nights alone surfacing. As I shift the tapestry and unlock the door with my magic I turn back to him. “You should have been here. If you knew about the future, you certainly knew about Luna’s rebellion and my thousand years alone. You could…”



“I was afraid.” His voice comes weak, unsure, so unlike the mage that came to be synonymous with the true power of magic that I stop dumbfounded, my gaze fixed on his twitching left ear. “I couldn’t bear the thought of knowing how I would die, of counting the hours until I would meet my demise. I’m not the first time traveler, and I won’t be the last; I know how it ends. There are times when having an ageless friend who can piece it all together has its disadvantages.”



I sense a subtle change in the air; now that I know what to look for I recognize Luna’s sleep spell being lifted. I nudge Star Swirl into the passage and close it before the waking ponies have a chance to find us and start guiding him down the passage. For the second time in a day I feel butterflies trying to get out of my stomach as I ask, “Why show yourself now? What changed?”



“I learned when and how I will meet my end. Blazing Sparkles, I spend centuries avoiding anything that would show me how I die and forget one of my pupils is a soothsayer and a dreamwalker!”



My hooves stop, my mind too distracted to keep walking as I look at his face. “Luna told you? Did she know —”



“She gave me a choice, and I accepted.” He nods down the path, and I go back to showing the way. “She dreamed it yesterday. Then she found my new pupil, and through her told me she would reveal my death at the last possible moment for me to say goodbye, but only if I agreed; turns out now is the last possible moment.”



“Your pupil? Why didn’t my sister go directly to you?”



“She couldn’t. I got very adept at hiding my presence from you both.” He shrugs, making the bells in his hat jingle. “But you can’t hide a dreamwalker from another dreamwalker.”



“Then…”



“Don’t,” he says, af if he could pierce my thoughts. “I already made my peace. And in any case it has already happened from your point of view. Time gets wibbly wobbly like this when we travel too much. It’s no use worrying.” He jumps forward and stops in my path, his eyes probing the depths of my soul. “Or trying to prevent it. Don’t even think about sending your former pupil after me, going with that basic time travel spell she learned would only get her killed too. Promise me you won’t interfere.”



“I… promise I won’t risk anypony to save you.” He scowls at me, and I reluctantly add, “Not even myself. I can’t promise anything further.”



He keeps scowling at me, but I can see the little creases below his eyes that betray his amusement. At last he laughs. “I should have expected. Wilful as ever, my little princess. That shall have to be enough, then. Now let us go meet my pupil, I didn’t come to this time and place just to talk to you.”



I’m ready to retort, but then his twitching left ear brings to my mind images of when Star Swirl told us to not worry as he went to deal with an Ursa; whatever his original reason for being here, meeting me was now more important. So I choose to not waste what little time we still have together with useless words.



After all, he is Star Swirl, he who could write books in his sleep. With a day to prepare, if he wanted he could give me a tome about his previously undisclosed travels, complete with little tests about the most important parts. I almost regret promising to not send Twilight after him, they would love meeting each other.



And in any case, curious as she is, I’m sure Luna already pestered him and his pupil about the details and is dying to tell me everything.



The next few minutes go in silence while he follows me to the end of the tunnel, and then as I follow him through the darkened Canterlot streets to this mysterious pupil. When I’m almost breaking the silence to ask how further we stop in front of a comics store; not the one Discord nowadays hangs at, thankfully.



Star Swirl’s horn flashes briefly as I scan the store looking for any light, sound, movement. Not finding anything, I whisper, “What am I looking at?”



“A comic store, naturally.” I raise an eyebrow and stamp a hoof, making him cringe. “With an unnatural predator inside, a psychic vampire worse than the changelings. One of the creatures ponykind is better off not knowing. I just gave my pupil the signal to engage, while I —”



A green blast, looking as dangerous as any of my own, goes through the walls, stopping only at a magical shield that pulses silvery in tune with Star Swirl’s horn. A bead of sweat running down his muzzle, he finishes, “contain the collateral damage.”



I barely hear it, though. Before his voice stops I’m already pounding at the barrier. “She is in danger! Let me in!”



“No.”



Disbelieving, I turn to him. “But she is your pupil!”



“And she is ready, like your former pupil was when you sent her to negotiate with a dragon or to deal with a returning tyrant. And in any case she wanted to do this alone as soon as she knew you would be watching, something about finally proving herself to you.” A pegasus flying high above — one of the Wonderbolts cadets, by the uniform, dispatched to find what the disturbance was — briefly distract him, almost making Star Swirl miss the next green blast; wincing, he turns to the store and raises his voice, “Though I agree she is doing a lousy job of it. The beast should already be contained, we will soon have the guard here.”



“I can’t help it, it’s one of the big ones. He goes through my ropes as if they were made of smoke.” My ears perk at the sound, the voice faintly familiar…



“Ha! And you call yourself Great and Powerful!” Star Swirl winks at me, just like when he would say to luna… “Let me get Celestia in there to help you.”



“Not. A. Chance.” A blue unicorn jumps through the store’s front window, her hat and cape a near match for Star Swirl’s own starry ones except for the lack of bells. I instantly recognize Trixie, though she is taller than I remember. Her horn flares, engulfing the front of the store in thick smoke.



As she is scanning her surroundings another shape, large like a minotaur, can be seen moving inside the smoke, its arms sweeping around in a futile attempt to find its missing opponent. After a few moments it stops and walks towards the front window, a cry of warning rising in my throat, only to be cut short by Trixie’s triumphant expression as she lights her horn.



A yelp comes from above, and I watch in a mixture of frustration and amazement as the golden-streaked blue contrail of the Wonderbolt is snatched from the air, descending like an angry serpent towards the… imagine a hornless purple minotaur with a duck beak; it’s the closest you can describe it without a drawing. The contrail wraps around the beast tighter than a zebra’s stripes.



I can’t pry my eyes from the creature. “Is this…”



“A thing ponies shouldn’t meet.” Star Swirl looked from me to the creature. “They can return to a chrysalis state and survive a long time hidden, but this one should be the last one left in Equestria after —”



“Two hundred fifty three years ago a small unnamed village vanished. I found one of those creatures fleeing the scene and, leading the guard, captured it at great cost. It called himself an Evronian and spoke of the wrath of the stars before… withering like a weed.” I can still hear the sounds of battle, smell the fear of the guards, as if it was yesterday. I glance from one star-shrouded figure to another. “All this time, you were fighting them?”



The corner of his mouth rising, Star Swirl looks at Trixie and says, “I told you she could figure out.” He then looks at me his smile becomes more docile. “No, we just fought them twice, that time you remember from the past and today. But we did find more than just a name from the dozen or so we captured, and I am certain their threat is now ended.”



“Of course there are other threats out there, which is why he took the most great and powerful Trixie as a pupil.” Her confident glare turns into a puppy stare. “But I don’t want to finish my apprenticeship, not like this. Please, Princess can’t you convince him to let us help him? Let me help him face whatever he is so afraid of?”



I blink my eyes and see a bright pink ribbon in place of her hat; shaking my head fails to drive away the image, so I pull her close with my wing. “I can’t. I guess we will have to hope my sister’s vision is wrong.”



“Now, enough of those mushy words, we have work to do,” says Star Swirl, his ear twitching. “Trixie, take that thing away. I need to say a few parting words to my little princess.”



“Fine.” Already levitating the bound creature, Trixie turns around and stamps her hoof. “But if you don’t return I will tell the princesses all about the Manehattan incident.”



“Do that and my younger self will find out if that story about your first alicorn kiss is true.”



Trixie narrows her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare!”



“Perhaps I already did,” answers Star Swirl with a guffaw.



As a ball of lightning starts to engulf Trixie and the creature, her voice can be heard from inside, “Ga! Sometimes I hate time travel.”



I raise an eyebrow at Star Swirl. “Manehattan incident?”



“Nothing bad, just…” His cheeks glow, like that one time he accused me of painting them with the sunset. “Extremely embarrassing.”



“One day either I will pry it from your pupil or Luna will get her dreaming of it, you know.”



“Not while there is a version of me traveling around, you wont. Which reminds me,” he says, looking deep into my eyes again. “If you ever meet my younger self, don’t tell him anything of what happened today.”



“Of course.” As his words sink, I find myself smiling again. “Then we will meet again!”



He turns his face into a neutral mask. “Said who?”



“If you made me promise not to tell you…”



“My little princess with the memory of an elephant, do you remember the twelfth anniversary of the opening of the Everfree Castle?”



“Certainly!” I almost allow my nostrils to flare. “You made me promise not to search for the cake hidden in the winter pantry, but there was no cake. ‘Twas a…” I notice the corner of his mouth lifting. “You would make me promise regardless of meeting you in the future or not.”



“It’s better this way, sorry. For us both. I can’t…”



Shushing, I touch my horn to his. “I know. You made me a princess, remember? I have dealt with broken hope more times than I can remember.”



We stay like this for a while, drawing stares from the guards that arrive to investigate the destroyed comic shop. For once, I don’t care if other ponies see me as less than perfect. When he at last breaks the contact, I whisper, “Until we meet again.”



“Maybe,” he answers, his face a mask of sadness, his twitching ear holding my attention until he vanishes in a ball of lightning.



A guard clears his throat close to me, and I recognize Spear Song, still looking after me after his shift should have ended, unguarded concern in his eyes. My mask of perfection comes easier than I expected. I fall back into giving orders, but my mind is elsewhere, with the bright eyed blue filly and her pink ribbon. It will be hard, but perhaps with Luna’s help I can show her that the world doesn’t end when a loved one goes away.



And who knows, this time perhaps the cake is not a lie.
      

      
   
      Pranks for Nothing


      

      
      
         "They're both so lovely," Fluttershy muttered, looking back and forth between the two oranges she'd picked out.



Mr. Tangelo's sigh made her ears fold. "I got other customers, Miss Shy."



The whole marketplace seemed to grow louder around her, Fluttershy suddenly aware of the two ponies waiting in line for their chance at Mr. Tangelo's produce. "You're right. I'm sorry." She slipped to the side and peered out from behind her mane at her fellow shoppers. "You folks go ahead."



Stepping forward with a roll of her eyes, the first mare tossed a bit onto the fruit stand's counter and grabbed the first of Fluttershy's oranges. The second mare did the same to the second orange, and Fluttershy could only blink as Mr. Tangelo scraped the coins across the rough wood and into his cash drawer with another sigh. "Don't worry, Miss Shy," he said. "I got plentya oranges this morning."

 

"Thank you." Stifling a sigh of her own, Fluttershy took the third-best of the oranges in her teeth, tucked it into her saddlebag, and set a bit on the counter. "I'll see you tomorrow, Mr. Tangelo."



He shook his head. "You take care now, Miss Shy."



She gave him a smile and was just turning to go when:



"—even better than Daring Do!" Rainbow Dash's voice announced from somewhere.



At least, it sounded like Rainbow Dash, but Fluttershy couldn't even begin to imagine Rainbow Dash ever saying anything like that.



"Oh, I agree, darling." And that was Rarity, Fluttershy was sure. "I admit, I had my doubts with that garish cover. And the title? Last Call? It tells you next to nothing about what sort of novel to expect."



Fluttershy could see her friends now through the row of market stalls, Rarity, Rainbow Dash, Applejack, and Pinkie Pie strolling along the edge of the town square. Rainbow Dash shot a glare at Rarity. "But you liked it, right?" Rainbow asked. "'Cause if you say you didn't—"



"But I said I did." Rarity gave a nod. "The adventure storyline was interesting enough, but the romance between Dahlia and Morning Star won me over completely."



Applejack was nodding, too. "Can't say I care much for mosta them running around and saving the world from monsters books." A grin spread over her muzzle. "Too much like real life, y'know?"



"But?" Rainbow turned her glare in Applejack's direction.



"No question, RD." Applejack crooked a hoof at her. "Last Call gets two pasterns up."



"I'll say!" Pinkie reared back on her hind legs and cocked her front legs over her head in that 'evil enchantress' pose Fluttershy knew so well. "And when the Spider King has them all dancing like puppets in the strands of his fiendish web? That was great!"



Rainbow ratcheted her glare around to Pinkie. "Spider King?"



"Oh, wait!" Pinkie dropped back onto all fours. "That was in the kitchen at the bakery last night!" One of her extra-large grins split her face. "You're right, Applejack: that book's way too much like real life!"



The four of them went around the corner then, and Fluttershy felt her face heat up. She hated eavesdropping on ponies—especially when they were her friends—but she hated interrupting them when they were talking, too. It would probably be for the best if she pretended she hadn't noticed them. That way, they wouldn't be upset if they discovered she hadn't gone over to say 'Hi,' and they wouldn't be upset if they discovered she'd overheard them, either.



With a nod of her own, she started out of the market in the opposite direction just to be safe. She had two more chores to take care of this morning, then she could get back to her cottage for lunch and relax the rest of the day taking care of her animal friends.



"Last Call," somepony said off to her right, and she saw Lyra and Bon Bon walking along, Lyra with a big grin on her face. "It's supposed to be terrific!"



"Last Call," somepony else said off to her left, Daisy talking with Roseluck and Lily. "It's been getting nothing but rave reviews!"



"Last Call?" On the sidewalk outside his shop, Time Turner was wrinkling his forehead at Derpy. "Can't say I'm familiar with it."



Derpy leaped into the air, her wings frantically flapping, her front legs waving up and down. "Everypony's talking about it!"



Heading for the plant nursery under the autumn overcast sky, Fluttershy heard two more ponies discussing Last Call, and as she walked from the nursery, the snap dragon seeds carefully stowed in her saddlebags, to Twilight's castle, the sign outside the open door listing the new library's hours, another two mentions of the title tickled her ears.



But she didn't let herself pay too much attention. It was eavesdropping, after all. And besides, when it came to books, she much preferred gardening manuals and collections of recipes. They tended to be a lot less scary than all those books about ponies running around, talking to each other and doing things.



Shuddering, she climbed the castle steps. Inside, Twilight was sitting at the desk she'd set up in the big arched doorway at the end of the entrance hall, the library filling the room behind her. Open books covered her desk, Twilight's horn glowing as she leafed through them, a quill and parchment floating beside her. So Fluttershy moved as quietly as she could to the book return box, took 101 Dinners Made With Carrots from her saddlebag, slid the book gently through the slot—



And the box rattled and clattered like she'd tossed a bag of marbles in instead. Fluttershy pulled back into her mane, but it was too late: Twilight's head snapped up from her catalogs, the purple light around her horn puffing out like a candle and dropping her quill to the floor with a tiny thunk. "Oh! Hello, Fluttershy! I didn't hear you come in."



"Umm..." Twilight didn't sound mad, but Fluttershy had learned over the years that apologizing was always the right choice. "I'm sorry. It's just that you looked busy, and I didn't want to interrupt."



"This?" Shaking her head, Twilight rubbed the base of her horn. "I could use a little interruption from this about now...."



Every one of Fluttershy's care giving instincts prickled inside her, and she took a step forward. "Is something wrong? Is there anything I can do to help?"



"Oh, it's just—" Another shake of her head, and Twilight's horn ignited once more to pluck her quill pen from the floor. "All morning, I've had ponies coming in asking about this adventure novel, Last Call! But I've never heard of it before, it's not listed in Books in Print, and none of the publishing houses have it among their upcoming releases." She tapped a hoof against one of the catalogs. "I can't understand it!"



Fluttershy's stomach clenched. "Last Call?"



"Yes!" Twilight thumped the catalog a little harder. "No one can tell me the author's name or the publisher, but they all say they've heard nothing but good things about it! Better than Daring Do, a couple of them even said! And I can't find a single trace of it anywhere!"



The frustration in Twilight's voice pulled at Fluttershy, but, well, could she tell Twilight what she'd heard? Or rather, what she'd overheard, listening in on all those conversations that she hadn't been a part of?



Still, the first one it had involved their friends, and they hadn't been whispering or anything. And Twilight really did look unhappy. So, taking a breath, Fluttershy said, "I heard Rainbow Dash talking with Applejack, Rarity, and Pinkie about the book in the market earlier today. It sounded like they'd all read it, so maybe one of them has a copy she can lend you."



Little stars burst from Twilight's eyes. "Fluttershy! Thank you! That's just what I needed!" She sprang into a hover. "Spike? Watch the desk, will you? I'll be back in a couple minutes!" And she swooped out the front door.



"Huh?" Spike peered from behind one of the big bookshelves in the other room, a feather duster in his claws. "Oh, hi, Fluttershy. What did Twilight just say?"



"She—" Fluttershy looked from the little dragon to the door and back again, a familiar frazzled feeling coming over her. Everything was moving so quickly! "She said she'd be back soon and asked if you could watch the desk."



"Hmmph!" Spike tucked the feather duster under one arm, crossed the reading area to the front desk, and clambered up onto the stool behind it. "If she heard the ice cream wagon, she'd better bring me something..."



Fluttershy flashed him a little apology smile and almost ran for the front steps. The air just seemed too thick as she pulled it into her lungs, but at least she'd finished her list of thing to do. Hurrying across town, she didn't take a relaxed breath till she was crossing the bridge on the other side of Ponyville, her cottage waiting all quiet and friendly for her beside the stream.



Inside, she made herself a lovely little hay and mustard sandwich, split the orange in half to share later with Angel Bunny, and sat with her eyes closed on her sofa for another forty-five minutes. Nearly feeling like herself again, she stood to get back to knitting hats for those birds who didn't fly south for the winter when a whoosh reached her ears. She couldn't help smiling—it was always too late to do anything by the time she could hear it anyway. And then the front door was blasting open and slamming shut, Rainbow Dash leaning against it and holding it closed. "Hey, Shy," she said. "Can I lay low here a couple hours?"



"Of course." Fluttershy started for the kitchen to get a can of the soda pop she kept in the refrigerator for whenever Rainbow stopped by. "Are you and Applejack arguing again?"



"What? No!" Flapping over to the table, Rainbow poked a hoof at the half an orange; Fluttershy hurried to put the can of pop down in front of her before she could eat Angel's snack. "I just need for Twilight not to find me till tomorrow."



"Twilight?" Fluttershy didn't hear anything angry or distressed in Rainbow's voice: if anything, she sounded easy and relaxed. So maybe— "Are you playing hide-n-seek?"



"Kinda." Her hoofs wrapping around the can, Rainbow took a great big swig and smacked her lips. "I had this awesome idea for a prank, see, and the girls're helping me out. By tonight, we'll have the whole town in on it, and—"



"Ummm..." Fluttershy's stomach started tightening.



"It's OK!" Rainbow's mouth went sideways. "I'm not gonna tell you anything 'cause I know you don't like pranks, but this one's just epic. And it's a book thing, too, since Twilight's got the new library open now and everything. So that means it's educational!"



"Book?" Fluttershy couldn't help gasping as all the pieces fell together in her head. "Last Call. The book you were talking about in the market earlier, the one Twilight said she couldn't find anywhere..."



"What? How did you—?" Eyes wide, Rainbow leaned forward, then bent down to touch her forehead to the table. "That's how Twilight knew to ask Applejack about it. You told her."



"Rainbow?" Fluttershy's stomach tightened even further. "I...I don't understand."



With a sigh, Rainbow straightened. "It's simple." She planted a hoof on the table and fixed a serious gaze on Fluttershy. "You just need to tell Twilight you've never even heard of any book called Last Call if she asks you tomorrow."



The tightness was spreading to Fluttershy's chest. "You want me to lie? To Twilight?"



"Not lie." Rainbow brushed back her unruly mane. "It's a gag. A prank. You know, fun? You've heard of 'fun' before, right?"



Her face going hot, Fluttershy couldn't help pulling back into her mane. "Oh, fewmets," she heard Rainbow say; wings fluttered, and hoofs took the sides of her head, turned her till she was facing Rainbow there beside her, her friend's annoyance so strong, it was practically a scent. "Look, Shy, this isn't a big thing. Whatever you told Twilight today—" Her eyes narrowed. "What did you tell her, anyway?"



"I just told her I'd heard you and the girls talking about this book she couldn't find." Fluttershy wanted to pull away from Rainbow, leap upstairs, and bury herself under her blankets.



"Yeah, OK." Rainbow sat back and chewed her upper lip. "That just speeds things up a little, actually. 'Cause when Twilight asked Applejack, Applejack stuck to the plan and told her—"



"Applejack?" Fluttershy wanted to grab Rainbow Dash the way Rainbow had grabbed her. But she didn't, of course.

 

"Yes, Fluttershy." The smile that pulled at Rainbow's mouth looked painted on. "Applejack. And that proves it's not a lie, see? It's a practical joke. We're all setting Twilight up to look for this book that doesn't exist, then starting tomorrow, we're all gonna pretend we don't know what she's talking about when she mentions it."



"But...why?"



The sigh Rainbow heaved then seemed to come all the way up from her hoofs. "You remember that word I used a minute ago? Begins with 'f'? Has three letters?"



Fluttershy hadn't thought her face could get any hotter. "I'm sorry, Rainbow," she said, letting her mane drape down in front of her again. "I...I always seem to spoil other ponies' fun, even when I don't know I'm doing it."



"Yeah, well, it's OK, Shy." The sour stink of irritation lessened in Fluttershy's nostrils. "Just play along, and everything'll be fine." Fluttershy heard Rainbow shuffle back around to the other side of the table, heard the soda can crinkle when she grabbed it, heard the glug-glug-glug as she drained it dry. "Thanks for the pop, but if you've talked to Twilight, this prob'bly isn't the best place for me to hide out." A feathery flap made Fluttershy peek through her bangs, and she saw Rainbow squinting at the crack between the upper and lower halves of the front door. "Just remember," Rainbow went on. "Tomorrow, you don't know one single thing about Last Call and you never have. Got it?"



Swallowing, Fluttershy managed to squeak, "Got it."



"Thanks, Shy. You're the best." And quicker than a bunny, Rainbow slipped outside, closing the door behind herself.



After a few moments, Fluttershy got up, set Rainbow's empty soda can into the recycling bin, separated Angel's orange into its individual slices and set them on a plate for when he came in later, then went upstairs to bed.



She didn't sleep, of course—it was barely past lunchtime. But she'd had a lot of experience not thinking about things that she didn't want to think about, and she used that set of skills now, going over her plans for the snap dragon seeds, putting together carrot-based menus for the next several weeks, knitting a few winter caps for her avian friends, and doing a little work on some of the songs she had constantly floating around in her head.



By the time the sun went down, her knees were feeling firm enough to let her creep downstairs and fix supper for the various animals who needed it. A nice, long bath got her more or less relaxed, and she fell asleep before Luna's moon had risen high enough to shine in her window.



Sunup found her already awake as usual, and preparing all the different breakfasts took her well into the morning while letting her keep her thoughts far, far away from everything that had happened yesterday. And if she stayed inside, she wouldn't likely have to—



The knocking that rattled the front door then wasn't frantic, but it was rapid and heavy enough to make Fluttershy wince. Twilight's voice followed, of course, calling, "Fluttershy? Are you home?"



Three thoughts popped into Fluttershy's head at pretty much the same time: leap into the pots and pans cupboard to hide; stand perfectly still and wait for Twilight to go away; and sneak out the back door to spend the day in the woods.



The first would be too loud, of course, and the second too uncertain: what if Twilight kept on knocking? She turned, then, grabbed the knob to the back door, pulled it open soundlessly to make a flying break for the woods—



And Twilight was standing there about to raise her hoof to knock. "Fluttershy!" She flashed a grin that looked a little more frazzled than usual. "Hi! Sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if you had a minute?" Twilight's brow wrinkled. "Are you feeling OK? You look a little—"



"Frazzled?" Fluttershy asked before she could stop herself. She wanted to clap her hoofs over her mouth, but instead, thinking quickly, she reached out and grabbed a bowl of birdseed from the counter by the door. "I'm just getting breakfast ready for my little animal friends!" she announced, wincing some more at the way the words came out as loudly as if she was shouting through a loudspeaker.



The confusion in Twilight's face was turning to concern. "Is something wrong, Fluttershy?"



So many answers tumbled around the echoing space below her ears, but Fluttershy pushed them aside. "I'm sorry, Twilight," she said, "but I'm not feeling well. I haven't been since yesterday, and I'm thinking I might just go back to bed when I'm done here."



A nearly genuine smile pulled at Twilight's muzzle. "I'm feeling a little odd myself, so I won't keep you. I was wondering, though—" The little bit of white came back to the rim around Twilight's eyes. "When you stopped by the library yesterday, do you...do you remember what we talked about?"



Again, everything seemed to be happening at once inside Fluttershy's head, but this time, it all came down to two options: Yes and No flopping and overlapping like semi-transparent fish whirling and swirling through her.



"Fluttershy?" Twilight had her head cocked, unease once more filling her expression.



And because it was always the right answer— "I'm sorry, Twilight," she repeated. "Yesterday's mostly just a blur, and I...I really think I ought to be getting to bed."



Twilight sighed, her wings drooping. "OK, Fluttershy. Thanks. I hope you feel better soon."



"You, too." Fluttershy set the bowl of birdseed outside and closed the door as Twilight took off, most of her still more than a little droopy.



"Because of me," Fluttershy whispered, touching a hoof to the curtain of the little window in the back door. "Because of me."



Huddled under her blankets the rest of the morning, she found it harder and harder not to think about the things she didn't want to think about. Lunchtime finally crept around, but neither her growling stomach nor Angel Bunny and several of her squirrel friends peering in the bedroom door seemed like enough of a reason to actually get up. She hadn't lied to Twilight—not really—but she couldn't help remembering all the times back in flight school when the barely muffled giggles had been aimed at her, every other pony a part of whatever joke they were playing. And she couldn't help remembering the way she'd silently vowed each and every time after she'd fallen for their prank that she would never make anypony feel as bad as she always did.



Tapping at her window startled her, and a quick look showed Rainbow Dash hovering outside. "Shy? You OK? Twilight said you weren't—"



"No!" Something snapped inside her, and she leaped for the window on the other side of the room, heaved the sash up, and launched herself outside. "I won't! I won't!"



"Shy?" she heard Rainbow ask behind her. "What the—?"



"Stay away!" Flapping like she hadn't since the day she'd hauled Twilight's balloon in pursuit of Rainbow Dash, Fluttershy now fled from her, arched over the woods, and immediately got slapped sideways by a downdraft curling around the cloudy noontime sky. It tumbled her back toward the treetops, crashed her through the leaves, and she splashed right into a big tub of apple sauce sitting there.



"Land sakes!" Wiping her eyes, Fluttershy looked up to see Applejack looking back, her front hoofs hooked over the edge of the vat. "That was some spill! You OK, Fluttershy?"



"No!" Leaping again, spraying apple sauce in every direction, Fluttershy couldn't keep from hearing those muffled giggles. "Stay away! Stay away!" Half-blind, more falling through the air than flying, she plunged onward, dodging the blurry shapes that came rushing at her till something big and brown and pink loomed ahead too large and too quickly. She smacked into it with a crash like a bowling ball dropped from a third-story window and slithered down into a heap on the sidewalk.



"Gracious!" came one very familiar voice.



"Wowie zowie!" came another, and sure enough, Rarity and Pinkie Pie stood blinking at her from the stairs in front of Sugarcube Corner. "Do it again!" Pinkie shouted, hopping up and down. "Do it again!"



"Pinkie Pie!" Rarity gave her a horrified look, then rushed down the steps, Fluttershy cringing away. "Are you hurt, Fluttershy? What happened? Is something—?"



"No!" Not quite sure she still had all the pieces she'd started with, Fluttershy nonetheless had to take flight, those little giggles jabbing into her as sharp as pins. "Stay away! Stay away!" The whole town, Rainbow had said, and Fluttershy couldn't draw a breath without the stench of those giggles gagging her. The whole town, and—



No. Not all. Banking as well as she could, Fluttershy aimed for the shimmering beacon of Twilight's castle, but with the air feeling more like apple sauce oozing around her feathers, she managed to miss the open door and smashed into the closed one beside it. She burst through anyway, hit the floor hard, and spun sliding across the polished crystal to the foot of the library check-out desk.



A moment, and Twilight peered over the edge. "Fluttershy?" she asked.



Then hoofbeats and voices were filling the room, the rest of their friends clattering up the front steps and shouting lots and lots of words: "—went crazy!" she heard, as well as "—smack dab into the apple sauce!" "—might've broken her neck!" and "—flat as a pancake!"



Cool and gentle hoofs touched her forehead, and she looked out from behind her mane at Twilight. "She doesn't have a fever, but she said she wasn't feeling well when I stopped by earlier."



Rainbow's face appeared over Twilight's shoulder. "Shy? You OK?" she asked, her rough voice cracking.



Fluttershy squeezed her eyes shut. "Stay away..." she managed to push out between her clenched teeth.



The silence around her was deafening, and when Fluttershy cracked an eyelid, she saw Rainbow staring back with her mouth hanging open. "Shy? You...you want me to go away?"



Her lungs frozen, Fluttershy pulled her eyes shut and nodded.



Again, silence fell heavy and thick until a clearing of throat pushed through. "Fluttershy?" Twilight asked gently. "Is this maybe a friendship problem?"



As vigorously as she could, Fluttershy did some more nodding.



"Did Rainbow do something you didn't like?"



The words made Fluttershy thaw enough to open her eyes and say, "All of them did..."



Twilight wore an oddly blank expression as she turned to the whole gaping group. "Dash? Any idea what you girls might've done to upset Fluttershy so badly?"



Rainbow's jaw snapped shut. "No!" she shouted. "I mean, it's just—!" Her face clouded up, and she waved her front hoofs. "Ah, fewmets, Fluttershy! Why do you gotta be such a—!"



"Dash!" Rarity stomped a hoof. "Did you involve Fluttershy in all this?"



"Hey!" Rainbow spun, her wings flaring. "It's not my fault she came into town yesterday!"



"Oh, Dashie, Dashie, Dashie." Pinkie shook her head and clicked her tongue. "This is why we don't prank Fluttershy. She can't handle any part of one."



Applejack's mouth went sideways. "You mean she's got all bent outta shape 'cause of the—?"



"Prank?" A grin curled Twilight's snout, and looking at it, Fluttershy wasn't sure if she wanted to smile back or find someplace further away to hide. "This is about Last Call, isn't it?"



Her front hoofs clenching, Rainbow gave a groan and dropped to her knees. "It woulda been perfect! It woulda been epic!"



Expecting Twilight to start shouting, Fluttershy cringed against the library counter. But Twilight's grin was growing wider and happier. "Did you get the whole town in on it?"



Blowing out a big breath, Rainbow turned to face Twilight. "Pretty much. I wanted to do something with a library theme, y'know?"



And then...Twilight laughed. A real, long, honest-to-everything laugh: she even clapped her front hoofs together, Fluttershy staring to see it. "Oh, Dash, that's great!" She aimed a hoof at Rainbow. "I'm still gonna get you back, but, I mean, wow! The effort you all must've put in!"



"Yeah." Rainbow snapped her glare over to Fluttershy so sharply, Fluttershy was sure she could feel it part her mane. "Y'see? She loves it!" She pointed a shaking hoof at Twilight. "That's how normal ponies deal with pranks! Normal ponies don't get all crazy and crash into buildings and tell their best friends in the whole world to go away!"



"Dash!" Twilight's voice rang out just as sharply as Rainbow's glare, and Rainbow actually jumped back half a step. But when Twilight faced Fluttershy, everything about her was all soft and gentle. "Fluttershy? Can you sit up? Would you like some help?"



Not quite sure she could speak yet, Fluttershy levered herself into more or less or a sitting position and looked sideways through her hair at Twilight.



Twilight nodded, her gaze moving back and forth between Fluttershy and Rainbow. "Now the thing is: neither one of you is wrong here."



"What?" Rainbow leaped into a hover. "She totally overreacted! How can you say—?"



"Dash!"



The sharpness in Twilight's tone seemed to knock Rainbow back onto her hooves. "Fine!" Sitting, Rainbow folded her front legs across her chest. "Go on and tell me how we can both be right, then!"



"That's just it." Twilight spread her hoofs. "Neither one of you is right, either. This is more like—" She stopped. "Pinkie? How many varieties of donuts do you serve at Sugarcube Corner?"



"Fifty-eight," Pinkie answered promptly. "I'm counting things like glazed and chocolate-covered separately even though they start with the same basic donut 'cause the outcome is so deliciously different." She licked her lips, and Fluttershy felt her stomach rumble at her missed breakfast and lunch.



"Exactly." Twilight went back to moving her attention between Rainbow and Fluttershy. "Some ponies like the glazed, some ponies like the chocolate, and some ponies don't like donuts at all."



Pinkie's gasp echoed. "You take that back!"



Applejack rolled her eyes. "Pinkie—"



"All right!" Pinkie buried her face in her hoofs. "It's true! It's too horribobble to think about, but yes! Some ponies don't like donuts!"



Twilight nodded. "And some ponies don't like pranks." She focused her gentle smile on Fluttershy, and Fluttershy felt the last of the cold melt away inside her. "Still, Fluttershy, your reaction was more than a little over-the-top. Agreed?"



Fluttershy dropped her gaze, heat flooding her face. "But you, Dash," Twilight was going on, "you could've warned Fluttershy the day before when you were starting to get things set up. If she'd known, she could've made the decision to stay home and not get involved instead of wandering into the middle of everything all unprepared. Agreed?"



"Yeah, I guess," Rainbow said with a sigh that sounded so heartfelt, it made Fluttershy look up. Rainbow was looking at her, those violet eyes kind of shiny. "Sorry, Shy."

 

"Well!" Rarity beamed. "Contrition from our Rainbow Dash? How can such things be?"



"Hey." Twilight spread her wings. "Princess of Friendship over here."



That got a "Whoo-hoo!" from Pinkie and a chuckle from Applejack, and Fluttershy felt a smile tug at her snout for the first time in what seemed like days.



"Thank you, Rainbow," she said, forcing herself out from behind her mane. "I wish all the time that I could be a normal pony, but I just— I don't— I can't manage to—" She stopped, took a breath, and let her gaze move around the circle of her friends. "So I'm sorry, too, to all of you."



Again, it proved to be the right thing to say: suddenly they were all hugging her and she was hugging them. "Don't ever change, Shy," Rainbow whispered into her ear. "Ever."



"As long as you don't, either," she whispered back.
      

      
   
      Coming Home


      

      
      
         The entry bell tinkles, a bright, happy ring echoing through the humble shop I call home. The sunlight filters in through the windows, a warmth baking over my worn form. My stitches, lovingly sewn, line my sides as they always have. My mismatched button eyes portray a goofy look that only a mother could love.



Love… I want to be loved… 



For countless days, I have sat upon these dusty shelves, watching, waiting, for her: the one who is destined to call me her own. The filly who will cradle me in her arms, pour her troubles into my pain-absorbent fabrics, and hold me closer than she holds her own heart. I will guard and guide her, keep her safe, and love her, no matter the troubles I may face. I look forward to that moment each and every passing day…



In the hopes that I too, may be loved.



I am but a humble menagerie of love and dedication, with a hefty helping of ‘Grandma’s touch’. My buttons are worn and smooth, my stitches tight and appealing, and my smile infectious in its simplicity. For many a day, I await her presence, the one whose warmth will also be mine to share, and whose embrace will fulfill my destiny. 



I await the foal who has inexplicably trotted directly into the store, the entry bell dingling as it sways with the gentle outside breeze. Outside…



A colt walks through: short, stubby, his hooves dirtied with the mud of a long day’s play. My fabric sags as I realize he will not be coming for the likes of me. I watch, forlorn, as he trots across the shop—passing me by like a cool summer breeze, before reaching out for a new ball-and-bat set. As he leaves, purchase in tow, I am filled with the sadness of knowing another night will pass by without my hooves in a caring embrace.



As the lights to the shop dim, casting the room into darkness, I see the stars twinkling in the twilit sky. I look about me, at the dwindling shelves, the bare spaces marking toys’ presences no longer needed, having been fulfilled and loved. My gaze washes over a scant few toys, many of them broken by inquisitive youngsters, or by accidental use. The poor things won’t be given so much as a second glance—and yet, they’ve gotten more love than me.



The door shuts with a creak, the wooden barrier separating me from the loving grasp of my destiny as my Creator takes his leave. I sigh, resigned to another night upon these shelves, awaiting my destined one. My heart forever aches to be with her.



I have no doubt she feels the same.








The sunlight is almost blinding as it burns through the curtains, warming my stitches and filling my stuffing with hope. I have a good feeling about today. As the morning crowd begins to form around the windows outside, a small flash of purple crosses my vision. My polyester heart flutters. I see her face: her cute bangs as they fall over her face, her stubby horn peeking out from the dark fibers atop her head, her smile boring a hole right into my body.



I feel a warmth fill me like never before. In a brief flash of a second, she is gone—naught but a wisp of a memory now, her infectious wonder and happiness filling me with satisfaction even as her form is lost to the numerous crowds shuffling by.



The bell tingles—my Creator stumbling in. He is dirtied, and has redness in his eyes. He hunches over and squirms at the slightest noise. He drinks his blackness drink, the rich aroma filling the shop with its homely scent. I would shrivel my nose, if only for the acrid concentration of the scent up here, but I can only sigh.



My Creator has done this for weeks now. He has oft mentioned the word ‘hangover,’ and I fear for him. His creations show less and less love, and their lonely shapes sit upon the dusty shelves, awaiting the child who will never buy them to come and fulfill their hopeless dreams…



I shiver and wonder if my dreams are also as hopeless… 



The door creaks open, admitting the first customer to our shop. He glances around, mouth moving a mile a minute, the veins atop my Creator’s head throbbing in time with each syllable. I can see the anger in his heart as he resists the urge to expel the kid from this place. The child’s parents come to his immediate aid, bringing a wash of relief over the room. I can see my Creator visibly deflate as the mother passes him a couple blue tablets. They look like candies, but I’ve only ever seen my Creator take one at a time.



He takes both.



As the parents usher the young colt toward the exit, his eyes fall on me. The glimmer of hope shines in them, the idea of coming out of this ordeal with a toy has taken his mind and enraptured him with the thought. He has latched onto the first toy he saw—and it was me. He tugs and yanks at their strong limbs, reaching out for me. His parents stop, turning to gaze at my worn body, atop the third shelf from the left, where I have sat my entire existence, awaiting the moment a child would pluck me from my perch and give me a new home within their heart.



My Creator smiles, grabs his extending hook, and stretches it out to me. I can feel the anticipation burning, the excitement welling up in my spine as the hook draws nearer and nearer, passing directly over my sight. I brace myself, preparing to weigh nothing, when I feel a slight brush against my backside. 



A cold wave of regret washes over me as a teddy bear passes into view, held fast by the hook. I am not the young colt’s selection—I was not the target of his love, his adoration, his sudden need for a toy—it was the one behind me. The teddy is bagged and passed into the smiling colt’s hooves, while his parents make to extricate themselves from the dusty shop. They disappear from sight as the door closes with finality and a dull ring. 








Sunset approaches. As the orb of light glazes orange, the sky recreates the waves of warmth I felt when she gazed upon me. The crowds walking past begin to dwindle as the day comes to a close. I hear my Creator rise and begin closing shop. As the lights begin to shut off, the door creaks open, and the bell tingles a few sweet saccharine rings into my patched ears. A soft pitter-patter of hooves fills the shop, and my Creator perks his ears, turning in the direction of the intruder. His wary look turns to one of delight as my train of thought derails, awash in a flood of love.  



A small filly stands before the numerous shelves, a look of absolute adoration and appeal, love and wonder taking her features at a standstill. She gapes, her bright teeth filling my sight with warmth. A tingle rushes down my stitched spine. I know, in my fluffed heart, that she is the one. Her hair bobs and weaves as she whips her inquisitive little head about, swaying back and forth as she noticed more toys surrounding her. I felt a pang of empathy; she must have been deprived of our services, our duty, and her amazement shows no evidence to the contrary. 



Her parents filter in behind her, glancing left and right for their little bullet of wonder.



“Twilight? Where are you, sweetie?”



Twilight…



My mind fills with images of the night sky, the swirls of the cosmos filling the expanse as the dying hues of the blazing sunset fade from view. It is a beautiful name for a beautiful filly, and I feel my stuffing swell with hope. She carries in her magic a solitary book. A glance to my side reveals my notebook and pencil, with which I can connect with her and form a bond stronger than family. I will form friendship.



She gazes about the room, her bright eyes digging, scouring the shelves for something. Her analyzing gaze draws near to me, and I feel as though butterflies have taken residence in my chest. She spots my worn edges, my loving stitches, and—of course—my accompanying stationery. A squeal of delight fills the room, a happy, bubbly voice erupting from the filly that I know will be my Best Friend. She gushes and awes over my fabrics, my limbs flailing about in the wind as she shows me to her family, presenting my notebook with a beaming smile. 



I am in absolute bliss.



Waves of joy flow through me, filling me with a greater warmth than a day of the summer sun as she hugs me close, filling my fibers with her scent. She looks me over, searching for something, something that eludes me until I hear those fateful words: the words I had forgotten, put out of my mind, because I believed I’d never need hear them again.



She speaks like an angel’s song, and the heavenly chorus sings my name with the love that I have missed for all of these long days and nights. It fills me with purpose and gives me new hope.



“Smarty Pants.” A slight pause. “You’re just like me! We can study together, and read, and I can show you the Princess’ library! Eeee!”



My world shakes and rattles as she leaps about the store calling my name, delight in her step and happiness on her smile. Her parents glance at each other, a worried look taking them slowly, creeping across their features like a solar eclipse. Their smiles turn to sudden frowns, and they huddle close to their daughter. She ceases her leaping—my vision steadying for a moment—before I am lifted from her grasp and placed mercilessly upon my perch, the warmth leaking out of me and into the darkened wood. I sag, my ears drooping as my hooves fall to my sides in defeat; I will not see my destiny fulfilled. 



Tears well in her eyes as she reaches for me with her magic. The lavender aura tugs at my limbs while my Creator’s pulls back, keeping my body in its tug-of-war between the two souls who would love me. Her parents usher her out, amidst her wailing cries for me, and her struggling hooves. No matter how many tears stream down the poor filly’s face, her parents continue onward.



My Creator just stares after them, heartbreak in his eyes. He slumps, before looking at me with a weary gaze. Countless closing times have graced me with their ceremony and sadness. 



I can tell, as my Creator bundles my stationery and my tear-soaked limbs into a box, that they shall plague me no more. 



My world is thrown into darkness, the top of the box sealing me away from these shelves I have called my home for years. I think back to the day I was created, made to sit upon the first shelf ready for purchase. Countless days with my Creator, awaiting the day I would become complete, and I would find my other half. 



The half with a heart.



As the box shifted and moved, I heard the faint tingle of that fateful bell ringing through my fabric ears. A bristle of excitement dripped down my stitched spine, filling my hooves with the same warmth I felt in her embrace. I hear her cries pick up in volume as my Creator draws near. I hear his muffled cry—“Wait! Wait, young child!”—and I hear the pain in his heart. He does not want my time to be up, and yet he is happy—happy to see my purpose fulfilled. 



Her sobs come to a wracking halt, her shuddering breaths permeating the atmosphere. “Y...yes?” Her voice cracks on the last syllable; I can tell her tears are still flowing. 



“You forgot something, young miss.”



My box shifts as I feel a softer, lighter set of hooves take my weight into their grasp. I bubble with joy and anticipation. I can feel it in every fiber and stitch. I have been waiting my entire life for this one moment, and as I see the slivers of the fading sunset peeking through the box, accented by lavender and a blinding smile, I know that I am ready.



I am ready to come home, Twilight.
      

      
   
      Passing of the Torch


      

      
      
             Princess Celestia was dying. No matter how hard she tried not to think about it, no matter how she struggled to focus on anything else, Twilight Sparkle could not stop that thought from forcing itself front and center. She could not focus on the pages before her. Her quill shook when she tried to write, smearing the ink and leaving blotchy, inelegant notes in place of the proper notation she so preferred. 



She’s dying. But she can’t die! The Royal Library looked as if a hurricane had gone through it. Even Twilight’s fastidious reverence for books had fallen by the wayside in her frantic search for something, anything to deny that awful truth.



The day had started out in familiar routine. Wake up to the sun streaming through her windows. Freshen up in her bathroom, then make her way to her personal dining room where a servant would take her request for breakfast. Enjoy a half-hour of peace and quiet as she immersed herself in a good book until her food arrived, and then ate her fill. Even several years on, she was still not fully used to having servants, yet her palace was more than could be handled by one pony and one juvenile dragon. 



    That routine had come crashing to a halt when she’d felt a familiar tingle at her horn, one that swirled up and out and coalesced into a scroll she’d caught within her magic. Spike had grown enough that he was not always at her side, and so Celestia had taught her the Sending spell so the two could communicate directly. Twilight remembered the feeling of giddy excitement that had accompanied the letter, an excitement dashed by the contents therein.



    Twilight Sparkle, please come to Canterlot as soon as possible. There is an urgent matter Luna and I must discuss with you. A little spare time remains, yet this is not a discussion that can be put off for long. As always, I look forward to seeing you. My fondest regards, Celestia.



    She’d almost teleported to Canterlot on the spot, but had stopped herself in case whatever was needed required the full measure of her magic. Instead, she’d violated every norm regarding safe flight speeds in her haste to get to Canterlot. Her first instinct had been to rush right to the throne room, but the Court had been closed and the Princess absent.



    Instead, a harried servant had found Twilight, ushered her along to the apartments of the Royal Sisters. What she’d found within was etched crystal clear in her memory. Celestia and Luna were together, waiting for her. She’d rushed inside, apologized for taking so long, and then fallen silent at the sight of them. The sisters were visibly ill. Gaunt, like they had not been eating well. Feathers bent out of place, coats matted and sweaty, Luna wrapped up in a blanket and shivering. For the dozenth time, their conversation played out in their memory.








    “Twilight Sparkle, I am glad you have arrived so soon. I only wish it were under better circumstances.” Celestia spoke, breaking the silence that had fallen after Twilight’s initial apology.



    “Princess…” Twilight whispered. “What happened? You two look…sick.” The last word was soft, barely passing her lips. “Are we under attack? Have you been cursed? What can I do to help?!”



    “Twilight, please, try to stay calm. We are not under attack. What is happening is…” Celestia looked towards Luna, and the younger sister spoke.



    “Twilight Sparkle, how much do you know of our history? Of when my sister and I took up the Sun and Moon?”



    “It was in your journal,” Twilight said softly. “The unicorns raised the Sun and Moon under the direction of Starswirl the Bearded. Yet it required so much magic that unicorns were left forever drained, and only Starswirl was powerful enough to help carry the burden for long. In the end, even he was left bereft of magic. Then...you and your sister stepped in. Together, you earned your Cutie Marks and restored the magic of all the unicorns! Ever since, you two have raised the Sun and Moon, and in turn drawn power from them.”



    Luna nodded her head in satisfaction. “‘Tis so,” she agreed. “What we did not know is that even we were not immune from consequence. It was so gradual that it was not until recently we became aware anything was wrong, and now we fear it is too late to stop.”



    Her head felt heavy, cotton-thick as her thoughts slowed. Twilight’s stomach clenched, yet desperately she found herself saying, “But you have found a cure, right? That’s why I am here! To help!” Her gut turned to ice at the slow shake of Celestia’s head.

    “No, Twilight. It is difficult to explain…” Celestia was silent, and her ears flicked pensively. ‘You have read books of medicine, yes? What happens to a pony who utilizes alchemy to augment her magical abilities?”



    “In the short term, nothing. However, her body is not prepared for that strain to continue indefinitely. She will notice nothing at first, for the potion will conceal the damage being done, yet eventually the extra power will not be enough to counteract the toxicity and…” Twilight went silent as her eyes grew wide.



    “So it is with us. The Moon’s chill has built within me, unseen, unnoticed until recently. So too has the Sun began to burn my sister. It is only by using the power granted us that we are able to function, yet it is but a stopgap. Left unchecked, it shall grow until we perish.”








    Twilight had insisted there was something she could do. The Princesses had patiently allowed her to examine them, allowed her to take her samples, run brief experiments, do everything that their physicians and magi had been doing since the problem was detected, to no avail. After a day, Celestia had stopped her and explained why she had been called.



    “When Tirek rampaged across Equestria,” Celestia had said, “We granted you our power. You exceeded our wildest hopes, Twilight, and ensured he was locked away within Tartarus once more. Now, we need to do so again. Within you, the fires of the Sun will be balanced out by the Moon’s frozen heart. The fate that has befallen my sister and I will not be yours.”



    “But if you do that, Princess,” Twilight had understood, “Then what will protect you from the damage already done?” Celestia had only smiled sadly at her. Twilight had stared numbly, and then vanished, teleporting into the library, needing to get away, needing to go somewhere she could flee acknowledging that Celestia was dying.



    The day turned to night, and then back to day again. Twilight had not slept. The piles of discarded books sprawled all about her. Piles of crumpled parchment formed the remains of failed ideas. Yet Twilight refused to give up. She turned away each pony who came for her, told them she was busy, refused to see the sisters. She only stopped for brief periods to eat and drink, or an hour or two of spell-aided sleep to maximize her waking hours.



    The Princesses sent for her friends, yet even they were unable to pry Twilight free of the library. Entreaties fell upon her deaf ears, met with an ever-increasing refusal to bow before inevitability. Fluttershy begged her to rest; she stayed awake. Applejack pleaded for her to take what time she had left; she remained in the library. Only Rainbow seemed to truly understand what drove her forward, and eventually she and Spike took up a vigil, freeing Twilight from further distractions.



    The only one able to disturb her at that point was Discord. Twilight pointedly asked him if there was anything he could do to help. When he acknowledged that he was just as powerless as the Princesses, she turned her back and requested privacy once again. He did not return.



    It was another week before her solitude was interrupted. She was hunched over a desk, murmuring to herself as she flicked through five books simultaneously, when she felt a wing weakly drape over her back.



    “Twilight,” came the familiar voice, yet it lacked the vibrancy she was so familiar with. Twilight slowly turned round, and her face fell. Celestia looked pallid, and her wing shook from the effort of trying to pull Twilight closer. “Please, my most faithful student. The time has come to return to us. Luna and I…” Celestia lowered her head, shook in place. “We have held on as long as we could. Yet it hurts, Twilight. If we do not do this soon, we will be too weak to do what must be done. Equestria will be left without anypony who can manage the Sun and Moon. Luna and I…it will not be an easy passing. Please, my dearest Twilight. A Princess must know when to let go. Let us go. Take this burden while I still have the strength to give it to you.”



    Celestia’s wing slowly drooped, drawing away from Twilight to rest against her side. Twilight stared at her beloved mentor, at the shaking, the shivering, the feverish heat burning within. She looked at the mounds of parchment about her, at the books she’d strewn about while she’d commandeered the library in her determination. And then, finally, she rose, and nodded.

    “I’m sorry, Princess,” she said softly. “It wasn’t enough.”



    “Oh, Twilight...you have given more than anypony could ever ask for. I could not be more proud of you. And I know you will take Equestria into an age I could only ever dream of.”



    Twilight gave Celestia a wan smile, trying to comfort her even as determination still warred within her. As they departed the library, Rainbow Dash and Spike fell into place behind them. Their journey was slow, for Celestia’s steps were a hobbled walk, a struggle to move as her limbs ached with every step.



    Fluttershy joined them, given Twilight a smile and falling in beside Rainbow. Pinkie Pie, her normal smile replaced with a somber stare. Applejack, a solemn tip of her hat. Rarity, a saddened sniff of understanding. The procession made its way through the palace, and at Celestia’s prompting, Twilight opened the doors to her room. Luna lay within, nestled next to a roaring fire and almost buried in blankets, yet even then she was still shuddering from the bone-deep chill of the Moon.



    “Thank you, Twilight Sparkle,” Luna whispered. “We...I...am grateful...you have come. We appreciate all you have...done for us.” Her breathing was slow, labored, as she fought the chattering of her teeth. “Yet some destinies cannot be fought.” Celestia walked her way to her sister, and slowly sat beside her, the siblings now facing Twilight.



    “Go on, Twilight,” prompted Applejack. “We’ll be right here with ya...after. Do what ya gotta do.”



    Slowly, Twilight walked between the sisters. She looked from Celestia to Luna, one burning with fever, the other huddled against a cold she could not conquer. “Princess…” Twilight whispered. “Princesses. I...thank you for everything.” She took a breath, held it to a count of five, and then released it. “I will ensure you are never forgotten.”



    “Goodbye, Twilight Sparkle,” Celestia said softly. “I am so, so very proud of you.” As one, the two sister’s horns ignited, a glow that intensified, and then a beam of power burst forth to the ceiling above. Distantly, numbly, Twilight heard her friends gasping at the display, even as the beam cascaded downwards to strike her.



    The rush of power was instant, one a warm glow and the other a soothing chill joining her deep wellspring. Twilight ignored the sensation. Her mind was still churning, still seeking. She and her friends had always triumphed before. They had saved Luna. They had sealed Discord. Fought off Changelings, Sombra. Shown Discord the true power of Friendship. They had made her a Princess when Starswirl’s spell had been completed. Even without the Elements of Harmony, they had vanquished Tirek, and today they stood strong, united against any threat Equestria had faced.



    And in that moment, within the swirling maelstrom of magic, lost in her memories, Twilight finally found the answer she sought. “From one to another…and together as one...” she whispered softly. Twilight Sparkle smiled, and as her eyes opened, they shone with the blazing light of Harmony.








    Distant sounds penetrated the fog in her mind. Words, murmuring around where she lay, yet she could make none of them out. Instead, she drifted in and out of slumber, lost amidst a haze of heat and a faint, barely felt chill. Her eyes fluttered open, and a half-familiar voice whispered to her, and then she succumbed to the darkness once more.



    The second time round, she found herself awakening to the darkness of early evening. Aching limbs stirred, yet the expected pain was not there. A hoof reached upwards to brush the haze of sleep away, and then she heard the clop of hooves and turned her head towards the noise.



    “I should not be surprised you have slept the day away,” came an all too amused voice. “I suppose I shall have to get used to that. But come. The time has come to get out of bed.”



    She rose, bewildered, and beheld her companion. An alicorn of sky-blue coat stood beside her. Her mane and tail flowed in warm hues of glowing ruby, amber, and gold. She stood on wobbling legs as that light blue wing encircled her, led her across the room to a mirror.



    She was a ghostly, almost glowing white in the darkness, a pale luminescence that was lit by the flickering tongues of blue and green that made up her mane. Finally, she found her voice. “I do not understand,” she whispered. “I should be dead.”



    “Neigh,” came the voice of her sister. “The fire warms me, now. Behold.” She felt her flank prodded by soft feathers, and she allowed herself to be turned to the side.



    Princess Celestia stared at the pale moon that dappled her rump. Shortly thereafter, she turned towards her sister, and smiled.
      

      
   
      The Iridescent Iron Rat


      

      
      
         "A dozen roses, please," the dragon rumbled, and I couldn't resist one last con before the big job.



"Certainly, sir!" I said brightly. "That'll be twenty-one fifty." 



One purple foreleg, as big around as a tree trunk and considerably more muscular, rummaged in his neckpouch with the comfortable jingle of coinage, and two claws extracted a five-thousand bit coin like a grain of sand in a pair of tweezers. I leaned forward out of my stall, wings out for balance, and clenched my teeth around the tiny golden disc.



There is an intricate art to tongue-sleight, so subtle that most ponies think it's impossible. It requires the proper environment—such as a cluttered flower stall with the customer counter on one side, the cashbox on the other, and a profusion of items hung from the center brace to obscure their view for a split-second. It requires extensive personal preparation—a frog-tongue thaumic trait for a little extra grabbing power, and a modified squirrel-cheek trait for a palate pouch to store the second coin without having it come out covered in spit. And it requires intense practice—both in talking naturally with coins in your mouth, and in performing the motions fluidly enough not to be noticed.



As my head swung behind the center display, I opened my mouth, shooting my tongue forward and back; the five-kay vanished in between my tongue and lower jaw. Then I flicked my tongue up and forward, catching the very tip of the pouched two-kay and shooting it out like a spitwad from a straw, re-clenching my teeth with microsecond timing to catch the very back end of the coin with a soft tick. When my head swung back into view a fraction of a second later, everything looked identical, except that the coin in my teeth was fractionally lighter and embossed with the Two Sisters rather than the First Friends. Continuing the fluid motion, I dropped the coin next to my cashbox with an audible rattle of metal on wood, then did a practiced double-take as my hoof paused on the cashbox's closed lid.



"I'm sorry, sir," I said, turning an intently remorseful stare up…and up…and up into the dragon's emerald eyes. "But money's tight these days, and I can't cut any deals…do you have the other one-fifty?"



The swap, of course, had barely earned me lunch money—an insignificant fraction of the mill I'd paid for the Cloudsdale Square vendor's license. I could have cheated customers of their spare change for a week and done little more than break even. I wasn't there to earn money, though. I was there to keep my skills sharp and my wits sharper. It was that sort of dedication—honing my craft to the point where I could dare to think about cheating a dragon to his face—that kept Jimmy the Grey working cons year after year.



The dragon's eyes shot open. He leaned in, squinting at the two-kay bit on the counter, then hefted his neckpouch in one claw, frowning. My heart danced a cha-cha, but I kept my muzzle carefully earnest.



Then he reached back in, rummaging around slightly longer, and extracted a rectangular strip of colored paper with the precision of a surgeon, threading his claws through my displays to drop it near the coin. The bill fluttered down to rest alongside my cashbox. My own eyes went wide.



"A kaymill? Sir, I couldn't possibly make change for this, the entire stall's not worth that much—"



"Keep the change. My flowers, please."



The alarms in my head were screaming. "Sir," I said carefully, "if you'll forgive a moment of stereotyping, dragons aren't in the business of charity, and this is an uncomfortably large investment in a simple flower-seller."



"It's not an investment," he said, "it's a gratuity, for services rendered." He made a sweeping gesture around Cloudsdale Square, at the towering cloudcrete-and-lightglass skyscrapers, at the whizzing airbuses in their flightpaths, at the giant thaumic stabilization ring around the perimeter of the city. "If I might stereotype in return, this is an age of tamed miracles, and ponykind has been tamed along with it. Inborn desires toward larceny get measured in foalhood and quietly re-educated out of ponies, and those who start turning to crime later in life are quickly caught and Harmonized. Honestly, it was worth a kaymill just to see someone try. The last time anypony even made the effort at robbery was a generation ago, and the last time anypony succeeded was Inseam herself."



And there was that unpleasant little word—"robbery"—doubly so with how seriously dragons took assaults upon their wealth. It was time to figure out how to take cover from his fire breath as I made my exit. Out the back of the stall, then into the lobby of Cloud Savings, then…no, dead end, and a quick disguise change would be useless since none of the gear on me would foil a dragon's sense of smell. Through his legs and into the crowd? Audacious, but unless he thought fast enough to sit on me, he couldn't dare attack without collateral damage. First, I'd need a moment of distraction. "Sir, if you'll think calmly for a moment, I believe there may have been some mistake here," I stalled.



He chuckled deep in his throat. "Oh, I'm quite certain there was a mistake. I had one hundred and thirty-seven coins in my pouch when I reached in, weighing 4,247 grams, and my treasure sense is now telling me 4,216. Now, I'm humble enough to admit that I'm still young yet, and if I pulled out a two-kay, I might have lost three grams to an accounting error. However…considering that every single one of those coins was a five-kay, it's clear the mistake here wasn't mine."



Oops.



I'd walked right into that, hadn't I? It galled me that I hadn't considered he'd take such an improbable precaution, but that was what happened with spur-of-the-moment thinking: your assumptions did you in. On the bright side, I'd never had to flee from a dragon before, so this would be the finest sort of on-the-job training.



"Now," he continued, "before you try dashing between my legs and losing yourself in the crowd—which would get approximately as far as several tons of scaly hindquarters, and would end up with your talents gone to waste in a Harmonization Center—care to hear an offer?"



There went Plan A, which meant that keeping him talking was good. "Go ahead."



"A dragon of my considerable assets could always use someone of your intelligence and chutzpah. A pony who can think outside the box, and pull off the impossible. It's a desk job, unfortunately, but I can make it worth your while. That bill on the counter? It could be pocket change. Imagine what you could do with the resources to back up your wit."



I had no doubt that the offer was sincere, and even less doubt that I would loathe every minute of being employed. "That's tempting, sir—"



"Spike."



"That's tempting, Spike, and I'd love to hear more, but first, mind if I go deposit this bill in the bank behind me? I've accumulated a few overdrafts this could clear up." Plan B was worth a second shot, never mind the armed guards and the lack of alternate exits. Even if I ended up right back here, waiting in line would buy me more thinking time.



Spike sighed. "Well, it was worth a shot. If you don't mind, I'd rather skip all the tedious bluffing and mind games while you flail for a new plan, so here's my final offer: Pocket my money and give me my flowers, and I'll give you a twelve-second head start."



Twelve? Even nine would comfortably put me on the far side of the square and around the corner toward my emergency exit. I almost bargained him down to eight to recover some of my bruised ego, but pride had already gotten me into enough trouble today. "Deal," I said, cramming the kaymill into my saddlebags and hoofing over the most extravagant-looking bouquet in my stock. It's not like I was taking a loss on the transaction—I'd stolen them that morning from a Harmonicorp delivery truck.



"Thank you," Spike said, and by the time he added "One" I was already off like a shot, vaulting out of the stall and galloping through the park in the center of the square. The afternoon crowds were getting thick, so I took a leaping shortcut over the fountain, bouncing off Commander Hurricane's cloudcrete tail and startling a group of well-dressed unicorn tourists. I resisted the urge to spread my wings—flying would make Spike's line of sight easier, and deny me some of my best tools in a pinch—and landed on the broad lawn past the statue, dodging around picnickers and through a game of disc-toss. At the count of six I was on cloudcrete again, and at eight I was leaning into a sharp turn, upper wing spread to tighten it. Nine saw me galloping past the scattered ground delivery traffic of Sunburst Street—aircarts weren't cost-effective for bulk freight—and I was skidding around the second corner into the alleyway on the count of twelve. 



A moment later, there was a flash of purple light from back on Sunburst Street, and the distinctive bang of teleportation. A big one. "Ready or not," Spike called out from just thirty meters away, amid the screams of terrified delivery ponies and a sudden and general stampede, "here I come!"



Oh, come on! What sort of crazy reptile, with built-in dragonfire delivery, learned how to teleport—and what kind of crazy unicorn would teach him? 



I set my jaw as I galloped toward the end of the blind alley, suddenly grateful I had shut up about those last four seconds. I clearly was going to need my A game to get out of this mess. Fortunately, I'd planned this part long in advance.



As I reached the brick facade at the rear of the alleyway, I locked my front hooves and threw my body into a spin, hiking my hips and lashing my hinds out at one particular brick whose red was brighter than the others. I was no earth pony, but the momentum of my charge combined with the buck to send my hooves straight through the brick and into my small cache behind. I winced a bit as the dual shocks hit my ankles—good thing I didn't have more galloping to do—and hauled my hooves back out, one of them dragging a tangle of shiny blue fabric. I lost another precious second kicking my leg free of it, then clenched my jaw around the corner of the blanket and yanked. It billowed out above me, and while gravity was settling it down over my body, I already had both wings spread out in front of my muzzle. I plucked a flashbang feather from one and a thaum-surge from the other, both of which immediately primed into their detonation glows.



Behind me, there was an ear-splitting crash, and then an empty delivery cart tumbled like a desert-weed past the alleyway entrance. "Coming through!" Spike bellowed amid further screams, and his claws thundered down the street toward the corner.



I snapped my wings back into position just in time for the blanket to settle in atop my body, and jerked my head sideways to fling the feathers into the air behind me. Then I leapt a meter to the right—no time for subtlety—landing a short, sharp stomp on one corner of the groundplate with the faulty lock. It bounced off its frame, leaping a few centimeters behind my rising hooves, and I wedged a hooftip underneath it and heaved. The Cloud Maintenance door swung open on the hinges I'd recently oiled, revealing a square tunnel descending under the surface of the city, the rungs of a ladder quickly vanishing into the shadows.



I flung myself straight down the shaft, limbs and head tucked in, rolling to plummet back-first into the darkness.



Up above me, there was a brilliant, searing light as the flashbang went off, and every hair in my body stood on end as the thaum detonation sent shockwaves through the aether. The last thing I heard as the door slammed closed was a mighty screech—apparently Spike had rounded the corner just in time to get an eyeful. 



Then my falling body hit the floor.



And kept going.



I avoided spells as much as possible in my line of work—setting off the wrong magic detector was a guaranteed visit from the police; not to mention that spells could be countered, and enchantments suppressed, to fail you exactly when you needed them most—but sometimes there was no substitute for magic. My makeshift cloak, for example, had started life as an earth-pony raincoat, projecting a minor water-repulsion field. A bit of tinkering with a storebought thaumic amplifier—itself modded to remove the limiter field—had supercharged the spell. The cloudcrete of the upper city was light-as-air stone, but Cloudsdale was still built atop clouds; the maintenance tunnels had been built for pegasi like myself, and normally I would have hit the floor with a soggy smack, but a microsecond before my own personal field could interact with the cloud floor, the fabric's field cut through it and shoved it aside like the vapor it was, blazing a self-sealing tunnel straight down through the foundations into open sky.



As soon as I was clear, I rolled out of the blanket and spread my wings, swooping in a lazy circle to retrieve the fabric and hoofstuffing it awkwardly into one saddlebag. I checked to make certain that there was nopony in sight, then flew over to a small alcove I'd hollowed out of the cloud during my planning. With my hooves back on a solid surface for a moment, it was time for some changes.



Goodbye Jimsonweed, mildly pudgy botanist with modest dreams of small-business entrepreneurship; hello J.B. Greyson, thin and long-muzzled corporate automaton repairstallion. Jimsonweed's paunch was a pair of kangaroo traits, their openings concealed in my wingpits, packed with shaped nullfoam to keep my disguise tools in comfortable stasis. J.B.'s muzzle would be a similar application of alchemy: a tiny touch of elephant trait on the bridge of the nose. 



Although its various reagents were thaumically active, traiting wasn't magic in the traditional sense. It involved injecting a very specific and sensitive extract of Poison Joke, prepared with a homeopathic solution of animal blood, to splice one of that animal's characteristics permanently into your body—until an equally specific injection of an herbal Joke remedy undid the effect. Because Poison Joke merely altered your personal morphic field, its changes didn't scan as active magic, and couldn't be suppressed or countered by spells; every alteration did mean your inherent magical trace changed, but that was less a problem than a feature for someone like me. 



My flight feathers, too, had been traited, but their special properties were the result of years of careful experimentation—shark-tooth on the wings for quick feather regrowth; a bizarre and powerful mixture of manticore-tail, porcupine-quill and rattlesnake-fang to turn the feathers into detachable reserves of magical toxin; and then various other injections to alter the magical potential of that poison into something useful to me. Some ridiculously expensive black-market essence of windigo had turned those feathers into fog bombs, flash-freezing the water vapor in a huge volume of surrounding air; and further applications of blood samples liberated from the Everfree Memorial Zoo had given many of those clouds a little extra punch with soporific or nauseating qualities. The flash-bang was a simple conversion of a feather's magical potential into noise and light, and the explosive thaumic discharge simpler still—releasing the energy in a way that mimicked the surge of spellcasting, as I'd done escaping from Spike. The obvious conclusion for a spellcaster like him would have been that I'd activated a teleporter, and for the next several hours he'd be scouring the upper city's hundreds of preset destination pads for my drop point.



As I injected the antidotes for my pouch traits—I'd miss their utility, but I needed to drop the weight for my new identity—I couldn't help but replay the whole encounter in my mind. Maybe dragons were just that irrationally scrupulous about their bits, but I couldn't shake the feeling that I'd been played from the first moment. And what about his job offer? The Princesses had stamped out organized crime centuries ago…or so I'd heard, and my every encounter with the simple and scattered grifters that passed for a criminal underworld bore that out. Had I finally stumbled across the deep underground organization snapping up all the real talent?



Or was he Rainbow Corps?



A chill ran down my spine at the thought. Equestria's police and Guards were like the rest of the nation—fat, soft and lazy after centuries of harmony. When it came down to it, the few ponies like me who had the smarts for a life of crime were providing a public service, giving them something to do beyond dreary days of writing traffic tickets. The Rainbow Corps were something else—a small and secretive cabal of heroes who were sent after the worst of the worst. They'd taken down the Chrysalid Cartel, back when changelings were still infiltrators into pony society; they'd broken the back of the Gryphic Raiders, bringing peace to the eastern continent; they'd even captured the great Inseam—the Tailor of Terror, the Celestia of Crime. Had he been offering me a chance to go straight before closing in?



I snorted. Whether kingpin or hero, he didn't know me if he thought I'd play along.



Once upon a time, when society's rules were looser, crime had flourished—just like the old wooden granaries had more rats than the modern ones with their airtight construction, teleport access and null-field preservatives. It was easy to be a rat in the old days, but the modern era required a different breed that was smart enough to foil the magical countermeasures protecting the few remaining cracks. A cold-iron rat, if you will. Only a hoof-ful of ponies were capable of such a feat, and to get away with it—alone, using only your wits—was the greatest thing in the world.



With that in mind, I knew it was time to start the job I'd come to Cloudsdale to do. A smart rat didn't stick around once the exterminators came knocking. My little altercation with Spike would tie up half the city's cops, and I could hit my target and be halfway across the continent before the Corps found my trail.



I applied a storebought personal alterant to my mane—it was what had originally given me the idea of traiting—shifting it to a function-over-form buzz cut, and used the color-shifting trait I'd discovered early on to turn my pelt into J.B.'s dull grey. The Cutie Mark was a different matter entirely; traiting it was beyond even my skills. I squirted on a few drops of the solvent for the alchemical permahesive holding on the image of the bouquet, revealing underneath the crowbar Mark that had first earned me the name "Jimmy." In its place went a screwdriver grip over the curved end of the crowbar, and a mallet crossing over it. A perfectly nondescript Mark for a repairstallion. The old Mark, along with the used syringes and padding, got wadded up in the raincape, and then I triggered a tiny disintegrator-bomb I'd modded out of an office wastepaper-atomizer. 



All traces of my past life gone, I pinned on the forged Harmonicorp ID card I'd bought, flew toward the center of the donut-shaped cloud holding up the city, and spiraled up the central updraft. Sticking scrupulously to the flight lanes, I landed at Central Station. First, I went into the station's Honest Tea franchise and grabbed a caff-cider, paying for it with a two-hundred-kay bill from my saddlebag—which got me some odd looks; it was a little-used denomination. Then I discreetly spit Spike's five-kay out of my mouth-pouch and bought an airbus ticket for the Northedge Express. Finally, I ducked into the bathroom, pulled out the blunt back ends of my lockpicks, and added a few extra punches to the cards—altering it into a ticket into Northeast Industrial.



I'd lost 1500 bits in the bargain. That was the guiding principle of petty misdirection: anything that shorted the system would be flagged and scrutinized, but anything which benefited it would be glossed over as an accounting error. What sort of thief would rob himself?



I settled into a seat near the front of my airbus, directly behind the driver. Except for a few earth ponies in the back, whose conversation suggested they were heading out to an overnight road-maintenance job, the bus was empty—which was a welcome benefit, since it would give me an extra chance to go back over my heist plans. That idea was scotched, however, when a tall, pudgy unicorn galloped up to the bus as the doors were closing, and sat down directly across from me as she caught her breath. She glanced up at me, and our eyes locked for a second. "Oh, my," she said with a smile. "It's not often you see a pegasus in an airbus."



I took in the pristine curls of her indigo mane—a direct copy of the hairstyle of Rarity of the First Five; copying the look of long-dead heroes never seemed to fall out of fashion—and the immaculate curves of her long eyelashes over sparkling azure eyes. Probably colored contacts to go along with the hair, but I had to admit they were an exquisitely tasteful match for her mauve coat and sea-green beret. It was too bad I didn't go in for the heavyset types, because there were plenty of stallions who did, and she was otherwise certainly easy on the eyes.



What the hay, a little conversation couldn't hurt. "I'm new in town," I said, pushing my costume glasses up the bridge of my nose. "I figured this was the simplest way to navigate to my new job."



"Oh! You're heading to work, too?" She glanced at the clock display above the automaton. "There certainly aren't many ponies who go to work at 5 p.m."



"Not many ponies want their automatons repaired during business hours." I gestured to my Mark, then glanced at hers. "What about you? A geode with a gem inside? I can't imagine there are many after-hours geologists."



She giggled. "No, silly. I'm a talent scout, finding diamonds in the rough. There's an audition tonight I don't dare miss."



"Ah," I said, my tolerance for small talk waning. "Well, good luck with that."



The airbus slowed and pulled out of the traffic lanes. A squadron of air police screamed by in the opposite direction, followed by two Guard patrols and an air-wagon with sirens ablare, all on a beeline toward Cloudsdale Square.



The unicorn's eyes widened as the bus accelerated back into traffic. "Oh, my."



"I imagine some criminal is on the loose," I said, then shrugged. "I'm sure the Sisters' finest will give him what-for. That's what we pay them for, right?"



"We pay police to keep the peace," she said. "To step into disputes, and to help ponies who make mistakes. But a criminal?" Her muzzle curled. "Somepony who chooses to reject Harmony. Standing against everything the Sisters hold dear. What could even drive a pony to such an extreme?"



I sat up a little straighter, and adjusted my glasses again. "It is an intriguing question, isn't it? But I don't think all of them see it that way. I read a book a few years ago—" I didn't mention that I'd written it myself, under a pseudonym—"that dissected the careers of famous criminals. Take Inseam, the greatest thief ever. She only stole from corporations and from the ultra-rich, and there's evidence that she set up a series of philanthropic shell organizations to donate the profits from all of her heists to the poor. Was that rejecting Harmony, or was that just rejecting a specific interpretation of Harmony that wasn't doing the world any good?"



"That's rather an insightful point," she said, leaning forward. "Come to think of it, I believe I recall that book. Wasn't it written by that 'cast-iron rat' fellow?"



"Cold iron."



"Right," she said. "He talked a great deal about criminals of the past, but he was something of an enigma himself, wasn't he? He seemed scornful to Inseam's charity, yet he didn't seem obsessed with personal wealth. He talked a great deal about proving himself and about being the best, yet he also described walking away from several heists that would have put his name down in history. He also had nothing but scorn for killers and thugs who would hurt ponies—which is incompatible for a desire for power." The unicorn tapped a hoof to her chin. "A pony like that…I think there's a rather specific need that drives him. Something he might not even be admitting to himself, but rather warping and romanticizing into a je ne sais quoi."



"Fascinating," I said, standing up. "Unfortunately, this is my stop."



The unicorn gave me a small smile and inclined her head. "Thank you for the conversation, darling. Enjoy your new job."



I stepped out of the airbus on the second-tier grid, on a walkway about twelve stories up from the cloud layer, and stared up at the Harmonicorp megatower that dominated the northeastern skyline. Below me were layers and layers of warehouses, and above were hundreds of stories of offices; here, nestled unobtrusively in the middle, lay the Accounting Department of their Honest Tea division.



Every Sunday at closing time, every single Honest Tea in Equestria bundled up their cash collections and used a specially target-locked teleport pad to send the week's bundled profits to Accounting. All of those bundles of large bills arrived in a single processing room filled with teleportation automatons, which fed the bundles one-by-one through a bill-scanner to verify the totals against each store's receipts. Then the magical seals on the vaults were opened and the compiled and repackaged bundle of bills was teleported inside. Meanwhile, return shipments of low-value coins were prepared and teleported, so that the stores were able to make change for the following day.



The plan was simplicity itself. I'd done the hardest part weeks ago—getting a fake security clearance and employee code for automaton repair contractor J.B. Greyson. The 200-kay bill I'd slipped the Honest Tea cashier was specially treated with a material that would melt into adhesive under the infrathaum light of the bill scanner. All I had to do was beat the legitimate repairpony to the machine once it jammed—trivial, since I was already on site—and I was in the controlled-access cash room with a giant bundle of bills worth nearly a billion bits. A simple tweak to one of the teleport automatons—which weren't target-locked, as they were reprogrammed for new stores all the time—and I could send that bundle anywhere in the city I wanted. As an extra precaution, I could check the manifests for a change bundle with the same weight as the one destined for the Vault, and reprogram that automaton to make the "deposit" as usual—as long as the weights matched, the only discrepancy flagged would be that one of the change bundles didn't reach its store, which was a common enough annoyance to have its own writeoff code in their reconciliation database.



I killed a bit of time at a food-stand around the corner, eating a late lunch of fried kelpcake—I wasn't a fan of fast food, but J.B.'s cover story required a strict budget, and there was little point to playing a role if you weren't willing to stick with it—and kept an eye on my ankle-watch. At exactly 5:12 p.m., I threw away my leftovers and walked around the corner. My keycard got me through the outer door, and I walked through the labyrinthine halls toward Processing, against the flow of outbound traffic from the hundreds of employees leaving for the day.



Next came the guard station securing the restricted area around the counting room. The equine element always introduced unknown and unknowable complications into any plan, but there was no reason for this to be anything but routine; all my paperwork was in order. Today's equine element was a bored-looking ex-Guard, if the military service medals on his civilian uniform next to the "P. REST" nametag were any indication. He was flanked by two hulking gryphons with massive goop guns holstered between their wings.



Ex-Sergeant P. Rest stared at me as I approached. "Got a scroll about a machine jam," I said, and he rolled his eyes and waved me forward. I walked through the magic detector—clean, of course—and then stood still for the field scan. Rest raised one eyebrow. "Hell of a signature you've got there, son."



That was the traits' fault, but I'd accounted for that by registering my race as Changeling; their thaumic signatures were typically the same sort of incoherent melange. "Everyone says that, sir. Sorry if it's a hassle."



Rest squinted at my badge, understanding dawning, then leafed through a filing cabinet in the guard station. "It does all seem in order. Can't say I recognize you, though."



I inwardly sighed. Guards who took their duties seriously were always so tedious. "First day on the job, sir. It's all there in the records."



"It is." He scribbled some notes down on the station record, then stood up and walked over to a side door. "In here, please."



I glanced at the hallway beyond the guard station, and the small, glass-windowed door to it that Rest wasn't opening. "Uh, but you just said everything was in order."



"It is. Just one more routine test."



I didn't like the sound of that—we'd just been through all the routine tests I knew—but the gryphons' trigger-claws were looking predictably itchy, so when Rest opened the door into a small and totally empty room, I tamped down my panic and followed him in. He closed the door behind us, hoofed a button labeled "PRIVACY" by the door (which obligingly lit up green), and said in a bored tone: "Hatched form, please."



I stared numbly at him for a moment. "What."



"The form," he said, voice strained, "you came out of your egg in."



"That's ridiculous!" I protested. "My thaumic signature matches—even changelings can't forge that!" That was the point of using it for ID validations, after all. "This is—that's ridiculous, that's discrimination, do you even know how many equal-treatment regulations you're breaking right now?"



"If you wanna go complain to ER, that's your business," Rest said. "My business is, either you shift back to hatched form, or you walk out of this room in hoofcuffs."



In my line of work, it's essential to be able to read your adversary. In a situation like that, some ponies are vulnerable to the emotional appeal. Some are willing to look the other way for a large sum of money. Some are amenable to…other favors. But Sergeant Rest was that most aggravating of guards: a scrupulous one. The best I was going to get out of him was the element of surprise.



So I sighed, brought a wing to my face, and bit off one of my sleep-gas feathers.



The instant it started glowing, his eyes widened and he lunged for the door, shouting. I tackled him, slamming him into the wall, and he had just barely thrashed free and landed a hard hoof upside my head when the feather went off.



I clamped my jaw shut, desperately forcing myself to breathe through my nose—the hydra trait in it used their miasma resistance to neutralize the gas. Rest's eyes instantly rolled up, and he sagged to the floor, breathing slowly and evenly. Outside, I heard a further shout, the scrambling of claws, and the ominous whine of a goop-gun cycling up. I was still groggy from the blow, making it hard to think, but I dimly realized that if I gave the guards time to sound a general alert, I could be in big trouble. A facility lockdown would ruin most of my escape routes.



I plucked my remaining flashbang, cracked open the door just enough to spit it outside, then slammed the door back shut and closed my eyes as the whump of detonation hit. I could barely hear the gryphons screeching above the ringing in my ears, followed by the deep coughing of blind-fired goop and the jarring shudders of random bursts impacting the nearby walls. Walking out into suppressive fire wasn't anyone's idea of a good time, so I fumbled a small ball of clay out of my saddlebags, plucked a nausea-gas feather, jabbed its quill into the weight, and then flung the makeshift shuttlecock as far out the door as I could. About ten seconds after the soft paf of its detonation, the firing finally stopped, replaced by the twin sounds of retching.



The pause had also given me time to recollect my wits. Not enough to do the smart thing and abort the mission, unfortunately—all my rattled head could focus on was how close I was to those billion bits, and how unfair it was that a ridiculous anti-changeling corporate policy was about to blow my scheme apart. Maybe my pride was still a little stung by that close encounter with Spike, too. Whatever the reason, I found myself shouldering the door open and dragging Rest's body over to the lockpad in the middle of the hallway. I yanked his keycard from his belt, straining against the retractible chain to swipe it through the lock, and when the light turned yellow I hauled his hoof over to the sensor until it registered his thaumic signature and turned green. I threw a fog bomb toward the retching gryphons as a parting gift, closed the hall door, and hauled back to buck it as hard as I could, right underneath the lock mechanism—



OW sweet motherrutting luna OW



—and as pain exploded through my senses, realized belatedly that my ankles were still strained from that earlier kick through the brick wall.



On the bright side, while I could barely walk any more, the screaming agony had done a fine job of waking me back up.



I fumbled two quick-absorb systemic opiates from the improvised medikit in my saddlebags, and crunched them between my molars, burning precious seconds as the gentle numbness kicked in. Drugs were like magic—harmful as crutches, occasionally necessary as tools—and right now a dull head was going to get me through the mission better than a screaming headache. I checked my work—the guard station lock had jammed, thank the Sisters, which meant that they weren't going to be sending anypony through the door after me…until the mages arrived and disabled the teleport-lock…and in exchange for buying myself the 30 seconds that I'd burned on downing my pain-pills, I'd just cost myself an exit. I gritted my teeth and flapped down the hallway toward Processing. Deal with that later. Finish the job first.



I carded open the door into Processing, which was a huge two-story room with walls lined with dual levels of automatons, a tangle of conveyor belts funnelling endless bales of bills toward a boxy central unit. The air smelt of burnt machine oil and tasted of copper, and a red light atop the bill-scanner in the center gave the dimly lit room a Tartaric feel. Not for the first time that day, I paused, tallying up another problem in the "stupid Jimmy mistakes" column: since the scanning unit had halted at my application of glue, about three-quarters of my billion bits were still scattered throughout half a roomful of smaller bundles. If I'd arrived without attracting suspicion, that wouldn't have been a show-stopper, but the clock was ticking and letting the scanner process and rebundle all the bills was out of the question. Well, there was nothing for it now but to take what I could—with an adversary as dangerous as Spike on my tail, I had a feeling I'd want as much cash as I could get to cloud my trail as I left Cloudsdale behind.



As I limped forward, I must have triggered an automatic sensor, because the room's lights sprang to life. I was startled enough to glance around, and a second-story window up above the door caught my eye. Two surprised ponies stared down through the glass at me. One turned to the other and mouthed something I couldn't make out, pointing at a panel in front of them. The other pointed at me, said something back, and dashed out of the room. Great—now I was really on a timer.



I hit the manual override on the scanner output tray, disengaged the bale-wrapper holding the loose pile of bills, and heaved it down the conveyor toward the Vault teleporter automaton, my hind ankles protesting severely. Then I jimmied open the automaton's maintenance panel, glancing at the grid of jumper pins that coded the delta to its destination. I'd practiced on these models in advance of the job enough so that I could have reset it in my sleep to hit my drop point; and with a number of precise tongue-flicks, I connected the shunts for the X coordinate and pulled the lever to lock it in. I quickly reset the grid for Y and Z, locking them into volatile memory with lever-pulls, then slammed the panel closed, switched the automaton to manual activation, and stabbed the starter. The central flywheel whined to life, gears spun up, and the air began crackling with magical energy. With a flash, a quarter of a billion bits had vanished, replaced with the subtle tang of ozone.



Time to leave.



In the distance, I heard a muffled shout, then a hard crunch of bending metal. I flew back over to the door and peeked down the hallway—what looked like a full squadron of guards was trying to break through the guard-station door I'd jammed, but for the moment my sabotage was holding. I said a silent thank-you to fickle fate for that spot of luck, then glanced around for an exit. In one direction, a hallway with two restrooms, an elevator with a prominent "OUT OF ORDER" sign, and a row of office doors out to the distance. In the other direction, a few vending machines and then a break room, with plush carpeting, a few sofas, and a giant picture window looking out over the city. Bingo. I dashed over to the break room, tapping on the glass—from the dull, metallic sound, it was about a centimeter of clearsteel, and given that I was inside a secured area, I wouldn't have expected any less.



That gave me one chance, at least.



I took a deep breath, fished another ball of clay out of my saddlebags, then flexed my wing and plucked my one remaining fog-feather, quickly tilting my head against the window and mashing the clay over the feather with a hoof. I jerked my head back, grabbed a chair, and lifted. I wasn't going to get any more bucks out of my legs today, but a short, sharp pressure at exactly the right point…



The feather went off, most of its cold confined to the window by the surrounding clay. With the mightiest heave I could manage, I swung the chair forward, metal leg aimed squarely at the flash-frozen spot.



There was a sharp crack. A hoof-sized network of cracks spiderwebbed out from the impact.



My heart sank. Not enough. If I'd just had a good buck left in me—



No! There would be time for regrets later, when I was safe. I backed away from the window and spread my wings—though my rapidly decreasing supply of flight feathers was going to hamper my speed, it was still better than galloping. I had just reached the T-junction when I skidded to a halt—at the far end of the corridor I was advancing into, a second squadron of guards had just burst from what looked like a stairwell door, and the lead gryphon was raising his goop gun ominously. At the same time, I heard a final sharp crack from my left, and the first guard squadron broke through the jammed door.



I dove back into Processing as the first goop-bursts spattered around me, wings already up to my muzzle as I rolled into cover. Out of smoke and flashbangs—rats. I plucked all three of my remaining nausea-gas feathers and flung them just outside the door—that would at least create a logjam as they tried to enter, and leave me the sleep feathers for when they got through.



I glanced wildly around the room. Ventilation ducts? Not likely, with the concentration of scents in here. Other doors? None; everything that entered or left this room did so through teleportation.



Teleportation…



The few ponyport pads around the city were unicorn-staffed and spell-based, but automatons like this used the more reliable and machine-harnessable dragonfire technology. The downside was that there were giant screaming warnings on every automaton in existence: DO NOT USE WITH LIVING MATERIAL. When the dragonfire interacted with a living morphic field, that field reacted, altering in self-defense before the spatial shift could engage; the short of it was a very toasty creature that went nowhere.



I stared at my one remaining thaum-surge feather. What if an outside effect flattened a pony's morphic field for the split-second the dragonfire needed to take hold…?



The first guards reached the door. There was a deep cough, then an ominous splat half a meter to my right, before the retching started.



Right. This was going to hurt.



I vaulted the conveyor belt, ducked behind the bill scanner, and dove into the pad of the teleportation automaton, hoofing the activation switch along the way. I bucked the override lever as hard as I could, wincing, hoping that it would lock into place long enough to start the fire despite the organics on the platform. Then I bit down on my thaum-surge feather, tearing it from my wing and swallowing it, feeling my gag reflex fighting the twin wars of the throat-tickling and the nausea gas.



Then my world became fire.



Somewhere in my neck, something began strangling me from the inside out—








I gradually stirred to consciousness, opening my eyes to the familiar dimness of my hideout and the decidedly less familiar form of a white unicorn reclining on my sofa, humming to herself and cleaning a hoof-edge with one of my lockpicks.



Something about her appearance clicked—probably the curly mane. "You were mauve the last time I saw you," I rasped accusingly through a throat that sounded less sandpaper than sand.



She glanced up at me. "Good evening," she said brightly. "Next time, darling, you really should set a thaum-surge feather on the control panel of the automaton, timed to detonate immediately after you leave. Wiping the settings might have delayed me enough for Spike to get here first, even considering his unnecessary stunt to clear the street and keep civilians out of the line of fire." She smirked. "He's going to owe me dinner now, you know."



I closed my eyes, heart sinking.



"You're Rainbow Corps," I said quietly. "So is this Harmonization?"



"Come now, Jimmy, you're smarter than that," she said, then stood up to her full height. Her sides shifted, and brilliant white wings unfolded from the trait-pouches on her sides.



It took several seconds to click.



"…You're Inseam," I said.



"Correct."



"You know, when they called you the 'Alicorn of Avarice' I thought that was just an honorific."



She winced. "I'm no fan of that title. I should hope, from our conversation, you understand why."



"So…" I said, still piecing it together, "all the charity work…? Was that after they caught you and Harmonized you?"



She shook her head and clucked her tongue. "Jimmy, darling, I was never caught by the Corps. I became the Corps, when larceny no longer served the greater good. All my life, I've served Equestria…or did you somehow miss me on the money?"



There's a certain point at which a pony's capacity for surprise simply gets exceeded. I'd reached mine.



"So…you're Rarity," I said, then did a double-take. "Wait. Spike. You stole from your childhood friend?"



She chuckled, a hint of a blush on her cheeks. "That's our little in-joke. A century after we drifted apart, when Inseam sought him out for advice, and he helped me decide to found the Corps…he fell in love with me all over again, but as an adult, and with an adult mature enough to reciprocate. To this day he claims that Inseam's greatest heist was stealing his heart."



I struggled to my hooves and limped to the mirror. "So why tell me all this? You know the life I chose. You know I wouldn't have it any other way. Why I turned down Spike's offer."



"That wasn't our job offer, darling," Rarity said. "That was our placement exam. Some ponies, by the time we catch up to them, are ready to grab the gold ring and settle down. You still have the fire for fieldwork. Indeed, I'm confident you would be happy doing nothing but."



"If that's what you think," I said bitterly, "then Harmonize me now, because I know, like I know my name, that I could never be happy working for other ponies."



"Even Miss Yearling," Rarity said quietly, "took missions for the Crowns."



I froze. I turned slowly to her, fire in my eyes, a lump in my throat.



She was staring at me, eyes downturned, a quiet mixture of sympathy and intent. "It runs in the family, doesn't it? Your father, and your father's mother, and your great-granddam before them, all settled down, but they were never happy. There's a spark in you, Son of the Great Greymane, and you chose your name to keep that alive. Even your Mark is a relic of an age when the world still needed ponies like Daring, before all of the frontiers were conquered and the wilds were tamed." Rarity stepped forward and touched my shoulder with a hoof. "You're an adventurer, but you thought the only way to find adventure was to make your own."



"I'm a rat," I said. "And I'll never be anything but."



"Then be a rainbow rat. The iridescent iron rat. And let us point you at the problems that only your skills can fix."



I stared at Rarity…at Inseam. I felt the walls of my cage closing in. It was humiliating to think that there was somepony who understood me even deeper than I did myself…and also strangely exciting.



I said the only thing I could.



"Oh yeah?" I leaned forward, a rakish smirk spreading across my muzzle, charred and plucked wings spreading out. "You really think so, huh? Fine. If you can tell me just one problem only I can fix…I'm in."



Rarity's lips drew back in a Cheshire grin.



"As you were teleporting here," she said, "three billion bits was also stolen from the Accounting Department of Harmonicorps' Friendshipping Division."



I furrowed my brow in thought. "But they don't do automaton processing. It's all hoof-sorted. That's why I went to Honest Teas."



"Indeed." Her smile fell away. "Our mysterious thief took advantage of your chaos for a clearly premeditated snatch-and-grab—approximately a thousand kilograms of bills vanished with no teleport signal. In the process, they poisoned an entire roomful of accountants and sent four crippled guards to the hospital."



My jaw dropped. "What? Are you kidding?"



Rarity shrugged and stared. She didn't need to say anything; my mind was already racing through ways to find the bastard responsible. Now there was a criminal who needed Harmonization.



And who better than a rat, after all, to catch a rat?



I shook Rarity's hoof, and the Iridescent Iron Rat was born.
      

      
   
      Apple Knots


      

      
      
                 Lotus ran a hoof along the base of her neck, smoothing out minuscule knot in the muscle. Being a professional masseuse didn’t exempt her from the occasional cramp after a hard day’s work. She gazed longingly at the spare massage table in the corner. If only she could lay there for a few minutes and get a massage of her own.



        She slid across the room towards her cushioned target. Massage or no, a few minutes off her hooves would be heavenly. The massage area was surrounded by privacy screens, after all. Unless somepony came in demanding her attention, she could just nod off and let the last hour of the working day pass by.



        The bell over the spa’s front door rang and, like every good business pony, she automatically put on a smile. That pavlovian grin faltered when she heard Rarity’s bubbly voice.



        “I’ll have to skip the usual, Aloe. I’m afraid I only have time for a quick massage today.”



        Lotus rolled her eyes. Why couldn’t she ask for a hooficure, or a facial?



        One of the privacy screens slid aside, and Rarity trotted in with a monogrammed towel draped over her back. “Good afternoon, Lotus. I trust you’re doing well?”



        Lotus nodded. In this room, words were reserved for patrons. She spoke with her hooves, and with great eloquence.



        “Marvelous. I was hoping you could concentrate on my lower left side today; it’s been rather painful as of late.”



        Lotus nodded again and motioned to the massage table in the middle of the room. While Rarity climbed on, she took one last glance at the other table in the corner. One day, so help her, she’d be the one being pampered. 



        “Lotus? I’m afraid I’m in a bit of a rush, so if you’d be so kind…”



        She could also paralyze Rarity from the neck down and claim it was an accident. If only that pony wasn’t responsible for a quarter of the spa’s income. That styled mane and well brushed coat was paying her mortgage.



        Her hooves pressed into Rarity’s back. When it came to a massage, a pony’s exterior was immaterial; a brushed coat was the same as a matted one. What mattered was the pony beneath the skin, the creature composed of muscle, tendon, and bone.



        Rarity sighed contentedly. “Oh, that feels wonderful. Have I ever told you what my sister’s been up to, Lotus?”



        Thoughts belonged on that list as well. Tense muscles usually had memories wound around them, just waiting to be released.



        “I’ve never understood how such a little filly can cause so much stre—ah!”



        A quick roll of a hoof cut the story, and the muscular tension, short. Lotus knew all about Sweetie Belle, the source of all the tightness in Rarity’s neck and shoulders. She’d rather find out what her mid and lower back had to say.



        Her hooves moved lower. The muscles weren’t as tight here, or as well developed. Instead there was a slight but unmistakable feel of fat. She prodded the unwelcome substance. And what is this doing here?



        Rarity sighed, this time not with contentment. “I simply must start saying no to Pinkie Pie and her endless parade of sweets. It’s bad enough that Spike keeps bringing me roses…”



        Lotus pressed a little more firmly. If you already know what the problem is, then fix it.



        “It isn’t strange that I allow him to do that, is it? It’s one thing to consider him a close friend, but I still haven’t decided if…”



        That was more than enough about Spike for today. That just left the lower back.



        “Ah, yes. Right there!”



        At last she found something new: in the midst of Rarity’s elegant muscles was a knot, small but clearly uncomfortable. Lotus’s hooves slowed to a snail’s pace. Smoothing this spot out would take a moment.



        “Thank you, Lotus. I… I did something I shouldn’t have, the other day.”



        Finally they were both getting somewhere.



        “I wasn’t always determined to be a fashionista, I’ll have you know. When I was just a filly… I wanted to be a dancer.”



        Rarity tensed and let out a yelp. Lotus traced slow circles with one hoof while she ground the other into the knot. Let me work. Almost done.



        “I… I saved up my bits to take a class after school. The instructor… she told me my legs were all wrong for a dancer, that… that I’d just end up hurting myself.”



        The knot vanished, sending a shiver through Rarity’s entire body as it did. Lotus slid a hoof up and down the muscle to ease the residual pain.



        “She was right, of course. I was heartbroken. The other day I saw Sweetie Belle practicing one of her little plays and I just had to try one pirouette… I know how foolish it sounds.”



        Lotus returned her attention to Rarity’s neck, the usual muscle stress zone for a unicorn. After that little bout, there was likely some more tension waiting to be released.



        “Sometimes I envy ponies built for more physically active lives. My friend Applejack spends her whole day on a farm doing chores and seems to be in be in perfect health. Hers certainly isn’t a glamorous life, and yet… never mind. I should be happy with what I have: my sister, my friends, my business… even my little dragon suitor, I suppose.”



        Lotus stepped away from the table, the unspoken sign that her work was done.



        Rarity rolled onto her hooves and stretched her left legs. “You’re a miracle worker, Lotus! I can’t thank you enough for squeezing me in with no notice. Until next time, then?”



        Lotus smiled and made a small bow. Knowing Rarity, next time would be within forty eight hours.








        Lotus couldn’t take her eyes off the clock. There was just a half hour left until four. The spa was empty, and so was her stomach. Stealing cucumber slices from the facial supplies just wasn’t enough. She’d even stoop to eating a greasy hayburger from that place down the street.



        Would Aloe mind if she disappeared for fifteen minutes? She’d be back in time to help close up for the night. She could even bring her something too, assuming she’d finally quit that ridiculous ‘grass only’ diet.



        Then the bell rang. It couldn’t be Rarity again, could it? There were only so many ways to convey “you love your sister,” “you like the dragon,” and “be grateful” through massage. At this rate, she’d need to write it out on her back with a marker.



        Then a quiet voice drifted through the privacy screens. “Um, excuse me? L-Lotus? If… if you’re not too busy, could you—”



        Lotus opened the screen herself. Waiting for Fluttershy to muster the courage to do it would take hours. Fluttershy gasped and took a step back. “I-I’m sorry if you’re busy. I just—”



        She motioned for her to come in. Let’s just get this over with.



        Fluttershy smiled. “Thanks. Rarity keeps saying I should come here more often, especially when I need to relax.”



        Lotus nodded towards the table. Get on, already.



        “Oh, right. Sorry!”



        Fluttershy flapped her way off the ground and onto the massage table. “I’m… I’m feeling kind of tense, a-and I’m going somewhere special tonight.”



        Lotus began with the lightest of touches, simply to avoid startling her. She started on the middle of her back, the usual tension spot for a pegasus. The muscles quivered of the own accord, almost as if they were trying to hide. Fluttershy calling herself tense was the understatement of the century.



        “I’m… I’m usually not this nervous, it’s just—eep!”



        Lotus pulled a hoof away. She’d forgotten how sensitive Fluttershy was about her wings.



        “I-It’s okay, Lotus. I-I really need to loosen up, so if you think a w-wing massage would help…”



        Nothing short of prescription pharmaceuticals would help more. Lotus worked one hoof into her back while the other teased the base of her wing. Massaging a pegasus was an especially delicate task. Wings were full of thin muscles and thinner bones; hurt could be meted out just as easily as healing.



        “Some… some of my animal friends are getting too pushy again. I don’t want to hurt their feelings, but…”



        Lotus held a wing between her hooves, slowly applying pressure along the length of the primary muscle. The beat of Fluttershy’s heart, echoed in her wing’s blood vessels, rose for a moment and then fell. In an instant every muscle in her body loosened. If she was any more relaxed she’d be asleep.



        “Oh, wow… that does feel good.”



        That was enough for one wing. Too much of a delicate wing massage was just as dangerous as a rough one. Lotus walked around the table, and Fluttershy, for once, held out her second wing willingly.



        “T-thank you for doing this. I… I know why my animal friends are upset too… it’s actually why I’m here.”



        Lotus moved her hooves along the second wing one last time before letting it go and returning her focus to her back. Fluttershy wasn’t an especially strong flier, if these muscles were anything to go by. Still, she could coax a little more tension out before sending her out on whatever her nerve-wracking errand was. She probably needed to buy groceries.



        “I’m… I’m going on a date tonight. The animals don’t like it, they think I’m abandoning them.”



        Lotus’s hooves stopped cold for a second. Jittery here had a love life? 



        “I’m not, though! I’d never leave them. I just… I just wanted to do something nice for me, like Rarity keeps saying I need to.”



        Lotus decided to give her lower back a try. If Fluttershy wasn’t much of a flier, she’d have a good deal of tension saved up from using her hind legs.



        “If only I was more assertive… I… I’ve turned him down dozens of times; either because I got scared or because my animals talked me out of it.” She raised a hoof and struck the table. “I’m so tired of being a pushover all the time. Why can’t I be more like my other friends? I bet nopony ever says no to Applejack; she’s so strong, she’d never let something like this turn her into a wreck like me.”



        There was that name again. Strange. Lotus ran her hooves along her back one last time and stepped away. She could’ve stopped after the wing massage.



        Fluttershy lay there for a minute before raising her head. “Oh, am I done?”



        Lotus nodded.



        Fluttershy sat up on the table and ran her own hooves over her spread her wings. “Wow, I… I feel great! Rarity’s right, you are a miracle worker.”



        Lotus smiled and gave a small curtsey. I do what I can.



        Fluttershy slid off the table and gave her a hug. “I… I think I can do it now. I’m really going out on a date! It’s going to be the best night ever!”



        Fluttershy literally flew out of the room and, judging by the sound of the bell, out of the spa two seconds later.



        Lotus couldn’t help laughing; that wing massage had definitely done the trick: Fluttershy was so loosened up that she’d forgotten to pay.








        At long last, it was closing time. The massage tables were put away, the suspiciously empty cucumber bowls were hidden behind some towels, and Lotus was poised by the door. Aloe stepped out from behind the front counter and nodded. “Shall we, sister?”



        Before Lotus could respond, there was a loud thump on the door. “Anypony home? Got a special delivery here for Aloe and Lotus Blossom.”



        Lotus squeezed her eyes shut. Come back tomorrow. Why can’t you just come back tomorrow?



        She could hear Aloe open the door, and something large roll through the entrance.



        “I’m awful sorry I’m gettin’ this to ya so late in the day. I’ve got a barrel of genuine Sweet Apple Acres mud and a keg genuine Sweet Apple Acres cider. Don’t mix ‘em up.”



        Lotus opened an eye. Apple?



        Aloe was holding out a bag of bits. “Your timing was perfect. Thank you, Applejack.”



        Applejack reached out to take the bag with a trembling hoof, and dropped it the moment Aloe released her grip. The mouth of the bag burst open, spilling bits across the floor. She stomped her hoof on the ground and winced. “Dang it!”



        Aloe knelt down and started sweeping the bits into a pile. “It’s no trouble, Applejack. Are you not feeling well?”



        “Eh, well enough. Just got a pinch in my side is all, nothing a night off my hooves can’t fix.”



        Lotus narrowed her eyes. She stepped toward Applejack and gave her a gentle but well-placed tap on the shoulder.



        Applejack shivered and let out a pained grunt. “What’d ya go and do that for?”



        Aloe jumped up and stood between them. “Applejack, this sounds like more than a pinch.” She glanced at Lotus next, who simply nodded. “My sister Lotus happens to be a professional masseuse. She could give you a brief massage, if you like.”



        “She’s a ma-who? Oh, a massage? Nah, I’m not really into that sorta thing. Plus, with the way the crop’s been lately, I really shouldn’t be treating myself.”



        Applejack glanced at the ground.



        Aloe stared at Lotus.



        Lotus smiled at her and nodded. No charge.



        Applejack noticed their twin smiles and backed up. “Oh, no. I don’t want nopony treating me like a poor little invalid. I can take care ‘a—”



        Aloe rushed behind her and gave her a shove towards the massage area. “We insist, Applejack; we can’t have our principal cider and mud supplier out of commission. Just lay down on the table, and let Lotus do what she does best. The last two ponies she saw today actually called her a miracle worker.”



        “Well… well all right.”



        After a few more shoves, and a helping hoof or two, Applejack was face down on the massage table. She wasn’t any larger than Rarity or Fluttershy, and yet the table gave a worrying groan once her full weight was pressed onto it.



        She reached up to adjust her Stetson, which appeared to be surgically attached. “Nothin’ too fancy now, especially if you aren’t even gonna let me pay for—oof!”



        Lotus wasted no time. An earth pony didn’t call for much in the way of special treatment; they were tough all over, and all over is exactly where they could carry muscular tension. Her hooves sank into Applejacks back, and her jaw dropped a moment later. There was muscle here, more than she’d expected for a pony of this size, and all of it was as tight as piano wire. Confound it, pony. Are you nothing but knots?



        Applejack voice was two octaves higher than before. “Careful now, whatever you’re doin’ is… gettin’… a bit… painful.”



        This wasn’t going to be a quick job; it couldn’t be if Applejack wanted to walk home tonight without a pair of crutches. This was the massage equivalent of open heart surgery, all except for anesthesia. I hope you’re as tough as your friends think you are, Applejack. She found the nearest nerve, or at least where it was supposed to be, and dug deep.



        “Hrrg! Lotus, that hurts somethin’ fierce. I don’t know if I can take much m—ah!” The sounds that followed were usually reserved for giving birth.



        Relief came ten seconds later, when a sizable knot finally smoothed out. The mountain of contorting muscles under Lotus’s hooves stopped shaking, and the agonized moaning soon followed suit. It was just as well they were doing this after hours; the regular spa patrons would think she was killing somepony.



        “Whoa… I mean… that still hurts a whole lot, but not like before… not even like before I walked in here. Heh, for a second I could swear you were tryin’ to get a confession outta me.”



        Lotus moved on to the next set of knots. I’m not trying anything.



        “What a mean is—ooh, that smarts—sorry if I came off sounding rude before. I didn’t mean to insult what ya do here, and I really appreciate you straightening me out like this.”



        Lotus shook her head. This wasn’t going to be enough, not if she intended to live up to that ‘miracle worker’ title. She paced to the back of the table, put a hoof on a support rung, and started to climb. A moment later, she was standing on Applejack’s back and bearing down on her muscles with all the force she dared apply.



        “Hrrg! Here we go with the painful again…”



        Lotus smiled. At least you’re not screaming.



        “So where was I before? Oof! Right. Truth be told, sometimes I think I’m on the receiving end of ponies not bein’ fair. Not strangers either, mind you. Truth is… well… the truth is…”



        Lotus dragged a hoof down her back, tracing a nerve and, interestingly enough, making one of her back legs kick. So, what is it that troubles the paragon of physicality and assertiveness?



        “Truth is… I wonder about my friends sometimes. Don’t get me wrong, I love ‘em all to death. Just I wonder if they really… know who I am. Whenever we do somethin’ together I end up talking ‘apples this’ and ‘Apples that’. Sure that’s my talent and all, but I do like other things too. I could go hoof to hoof with Pinkie in the kitchen, and definitely best Rainbow Dash if she’d ever play fair… but do they remember any of that? To them I anything but an apple farmer?”



        Lotus leaned in hard. The big knots where gone now, and the pain with them. That just left working the deep tissue into a recognizable state, not to mention doing something about all that tension trapped between her ears.



        “It’s not like I’m not being honest with ‘em. It’s all probably just my imag—hrrg!”



        Wrong answer.



        “I… I am honest! Nopony could rightfully claim I’m not. I’m just not… ugh, what is it?”



        Applejack felt like putty underhoof. If it wasn’t for her skin she’d be oozing off the table.



        “Ya’ know… maybe ‘open’ is the word I’m lookin’ for. I’m honest with everypony from sunrise to sunset but… well I don’t talk to ‘em about much. Guess if I want to figure out how my friends really see me, it wouldn’t hurt to ask, right? Heh, least not as much as gettin’ a massage did. Rarity really does this once a week?”



        Lotus returned to the floor and passed her a towel. Only once if I’m lucky.



        Applejack chuckled. “Heh, maybe I’ve had her all wrong. If she can live through you workin’ her over, maybe I should be doing iron pony competitions with her instead of Rainbow. First event next time is gonna be you walking on us with steel horseshoes.”



        Lotus found herself chuckling too. I can’t wait.



        Applejack rolled off the table, arched her back, and bucked the air. “That really is a miracle! I feel like a brand new pony.”



        Lotus moved to bow, but found Applejack’s hoof propping up her chin. “None ‘a that, now. I’m the one who should be bowing, especially now that I can do it without thinkin’ I’m gonna die.”



        Lotus grinned. Fair enough.



        “Oh, and I’m not leavin’ this place until something comes outta your mouth. Talkin’ to myself this whole time is borderline creepy.”



        Lotus stuck out her tongue. Nope.



        Applejack laughed. “That’ll do.”
      

      
   
      The Museum of Lost Histories


      

      
      
         Eighty miles west of Vanhoover, in the cold dark waters of the Sea of Rains, reality flickered.



A squat island hunkered against thick, frothy waves. Aside from a colony of nesting gulls, the island was barren—an old soldier of salt and stone, fighting a hopeless war against time. In one moment, the sun slipped beneath the western sea. In the next moment, the moon's edge appeared in the east, tracing a road of silver light across the waves. And in the empty space between those moments, the island changed.



What had been cliffs stretched into beaches. On its southern coast, a horseshoe bay became a lagoon. And at the island's heart, in a place of black rock that even the gulls avoided, an enormous structure of polished red granite blinked into existence. Its walls spoke of long-forgotten stoneworking traditions. Vaulted windows filled story after story, ascending into the dim twilight—and behind them all glowed a pale golden light.








"What do you think we're gonna find?" From his seat astride Twilight, Spike yelled to be heard over the wind.



"I don't know," Twilight yelled back. "Discord didn't say much, except that he saw some sort of building out here. It's got to involve powerful magic, though. I don't think anypony would have known about it, if he hadn't felt that disturbance three nights back."



"So why are we the ones investigating it?" Spike yelled.



A flash of cyan feathers spun through Spike's vision. "Because this is an adventure, obviously!" Rainbow Dash's voice came from above him, and when Spike looked up, he saw her—upside down, gliding on outstretched wings, and so close he could almost touch her with his claw. Rainbow turned her head and gave Spike a wide grin.



Ahead, a small mound humped upward on the horizon. It was too far away for Spike to make out more than surface details.



"Rainbow, I told you, this isn't like a Daring Do story. I just think we should know more about whatever magic is operating out here. And Celestia and Luna agree with me. It's worth investigating anything Discord can sense and they can't. But it's probably going to be something boring, like erosion collapsing some old unicorn tower and damaging the spells on it."



"You mean, like, we could be exploring ruins?" Rainbow's grin widened. "Seriously, Twilight, only an egghead like you could call that boring."



"Well, no, it's not really boring. Archaeology is a fascinating subject—but it's not... I mean, real archaeologists don't go around getting into fights, or trying to steal magic artifacts from... What is Caballeron, anyway? Is he some sort of evil archaeologist?"



"Uh, guys?" Spike patted Twilight's barrel to get her attention. "I think we found the island, and I think you might wanna take a look at it." He could see the building now, and it didn't look like any old unicorn tower. It looked... majestic. Like a palace, maybe?



"What is it?" Rainbow asked, her quiet voice nearly swallowed by the wind around them.



"I don't know," Twilight said. "But I don't think it's going to be boring."








Spike hopped down from Twilight's back as soon as she landed. He still wasn't used to flying, certainly not assisted flying. A part of his brain knew how to handle the sensation—it'd have to know, for when his wings finally grew in—but riding Twilight meant flying without any control, and that always made him queasy.



Rainbow landed beside Twilight a moment later. She stared at the titanic structure, at the two black iron doors standing twenty feet high, and gave a low whistle. "Somepony sure liked to build big. What do you think they'd even put in there?"



"I guess we'll have to find out," Twilight said. She trotted up the steps to the doors and rapped her hoof against them, creating a low, sonorous peal like a gong. As the ringing faded, Spike made his way up the steps after Twilight, listening, but he couldn't hear any noise from inside the building. "D'you think anypony's home?"



Twilight's lips tightened. "I don't know. I thought I saw lights in some of the windows when we flew in. But there's a lot of magic in the air here, so maybe that doesn't mean anything.



"What kind of magic?" Rainbow asked. Her wings shifted as she stared up at the walls of the building.



"That's hard to say. It's a bit like... Spike, do you remember when I cast that time spell I found in the Star Swirl the Bearded wing?"



"Yeah, but that was fun. Except for the ice cream. This is just kinda creepy, if you ask me."



Twilight nodded. "But still, it's got the same feel to it. Like... I don't know, like an echo. It feels like some sort of powerful magic got used here, or maybe it will get used here? It's all tangled up and hard to read. But I don't think this place is magical at all right now."



Spike folded his arms and gave his best thoughtful nod, though he didn't think he really understood. How could a place be magical and not be magical at the same time? Echoes came from sounds, so if there was an echo, it meant there must be something causing it. He glanced at Rainbow, but she didn't look like she'd understood any better than he had. Twilight was already back to studying the building.



Rainbow flapped her wings, hovering a few feet above the stairs. "I don't think anybody's coming, Twilight. Maybe we should fly up to one of those windows and—"



The iron doors opened with the heavy sigh of well-oiled hinges supporting an immense weight.



"Or we could do that, I guess." Rainbow settled back to her hooves.



Spike followed Twilight through the doors into a huge, vaulted chamber. Square columns rose to the ceiling far overhead, and all the way up their length, they were ringed with narrow troughs in which golden flames danced and burned. Spike didn't see any other sources of light, but the entryway seemed as bright as the day-lit island outside. Much warmer, though.



Two orange-maned ponies trotted across the granite floor toward them. One was white and the other a pale cream color, and as they drew closer, Spike saw that they both had horns. Several feet in front of Spike, they stopped suddenly and traded a quick look. Then they both turned and made an odd bow on one forehoof. Twilight and Rainbow tried to return the gesture, while Spike gave the two unicorns his stage bow, not sure what would be appropriate.



The white unicorn stepped forward, and Spike noticed that her mane seemed to float on an unseen breeze, almost like Celestia's and Luna's did, though the effect wasn't as striking. Stranger still, she didn't appear to have a cutie mark—neither of the two unicorns did—though they both looked too old not to have found them. The white unicorn smiled and spoke in a gentle voice. "Welcome, travelers, to the Museum of Lost Histories. I am Balias, and my brother is Xanthos." She fell silent, as if expecting something.



After the silence drew out longer than it should have, Spike nudged Twilight in the ribs.



"Oh, ah, yeah. I'm... I'm Twilight Sparkle," she said. "And this is Spike. He's a dragon. And Rainbow Dash." She bit her lip. "If you... um... don't mind me asking, I don't think I've ever seen a unicorn quite like you before. Do you... live here?"



Balias laughed, a sound that reminded Spike of wind chimes. "Yes, both Xanthos and I live here. And many others of our tribe. It is a refuge, of sorts." She paused again, staring at Twilight as if expecting some response.



Spike was about to ask about the unicorn's mane and her missing cutie mark, but something made him look up at Twilight first. She met his eyes and gave a small shake of her head.



Rainbow Dash stepped forward, "Yeah... That's neat and all, but do you know anything about some funky magic happening around here?"



Twilight shot a scandalized look at Rainbow, but before she could say anything, the white unicorn spoke again. "Yes. It is the nature of the museum. We are... How can I explain this? We are not always here. Sometimes, we are elsewhere. We never stay for more than a few months. The last time we were here was about two centuries ago, I believe. I confess, I do not remember it well. We would be very interested to hear news of the world, if you have time to talk with us."



"Wait." Spike stared at Balias, his eyes wide. "Two centuries? You've been alive for two centuries?"



"Two and a half, in fact. And my brother Xanthos is nearly a century older than I. That is something ponies find surprising, isn't it? I think I remember that. But surely it is not surprising to dragons?"



Spike scratched at the scales on his chest. "Well, I mean, I knew I'd live a long time, but that's pretty weird for ponies, right?"



"It is... difficult to explain," Balias said. "Perhaps if you see the museum, it will make more sense."



She turned without further comment, and walked toward a towering arch opposite the iron doors. Xanthos walked with her, and after a moment Spike and his companions followed. The room beyond the arch was still tall, but less expansive. It acted as a nexus between five different hallways, like the hub of a wheel.



The two unicorns led them into the second hallway on the left—a smaller space, though still large by Ponyville standards. Here, the walls were adorned with a wide variety of objects, all of them ancient. There were weapons of war, great tapestries depicting political events, sea-shell mosaics made to look like pastoral scenes. The unicorns stopped in front of a pedestal holding a small notebook.



This time, Xanthos was the one to speak. "Perhaps you will find this familiar. The notebook here contains Star Swirl the Bearded's notes on the founding of Equestria."



Spike heard a small gasp from Twilight. "But he died five years before the arrival of the windigos. He never saw Equestria."



"Perhaps," Xanthos said. "But perhaps, if he had lived on, if he had seen what followed, he could have written these notes." He opened the book with one hoof and motioned Twilight closer. "See for yourself."



Twilight hesitated a moment before stepping forward. She looked afraid the book might bite her, Spike thought. She edged in beside Xanthos and stared down at the page, and Spike saw her shoulders tense. She read for a while, then flipped the page and read a little longer. "This looks exactly like his hoof-writing, down to the slant on the capitals."



Xanthos smiled. "That is because this is his hoofwriting, Twilight Sparkle. We did say this was the Museum of Lost Histories, did we not? Here you will find all manner of things that could have existed, but did not."



"That's... impossible. Or amazing. Or both." Twilight frowned down at the book for a moment, and then stepped away. "What else do you have here?"



Balias gave her twinkling laugh again. "It is pleasant to find somepony who enjoys our collection! We have many artifacts, from eras even older than this. And many from more recent eras. Come, and we will show them to you."



Twilight grinned. "Okay, lead on!"



Spike hung back with Rainbow, who was eyeing a pair of griffon-made weapons with obvious unease. Twilight and the two unicorns started off once more, heading further down the hallway.



"So what do you think?" Spike asked.



"It's pretty weird," Rainbow said. "Definitely an egghead thing. Kind of like the place where Daring Do works when she's not going on adventures. The Daring Do in the books, I mean—not the real one."



Spike nodded. "Weird is right, but it seems like the sort of place Twilight would love. A couple years before we moved to Ponyville, she tried to stay overnight in the Maretropolitan Museum of History one time. The guards weren't very happy with her. These two don't seem like they'd mind much, though."



"Yeah, what's up with that? Didn't they say they had a whole tribe living here? Where's everypony else?"



"I dunno," Spike said. "I'm not sure I like this place. Maybe we should go catch up with Twilight, before she gets too far off. I don't think I'd like to get lost in here."








Twilight stared up at the canvas in front of her. "I can't believe Commander Easyglider would have been such a good painter! I almost feel like his talents were wasted on flight choreography."



Rainbow flapped into the air, getting a closer look at the painting. "I dunno. It's nice and all, but how is a painting supposed to beat a Wonderbolts routine? I mean, when you make a painting, it's done, and you can always toss out the bad ones. Aerobatics is a performance art. You've gotta nail it ever time, if you want it to be good."



"Yeah, but he was just the choreographer," Twilight said. "I mean... He participated, but the performance is up to the individual fliers, right?"



"Just the choreographer?" Rainbow landed right in front of Twilight, and stared at her in shock. "Just the choreographer? Twilight, he figured out how to transition from a Hammerhead to a Bell Tailslide. Nobody even thought that was possible. He invented the Coltbit. Have you ever tried doing one of those? There's no such thing as a good performance without good choreography. That's the heart of aerobatics!"



Spike watched as Twilight and Rainbow continued to argue, keeping one eye on the two unicorns from the museum, who had their heads together in a quiet conference. After a minute, they broke apart and Xanthos headed further into the building. Balias walked over to Twilight and coughed politely.



Rainbow finished saying something about stalls that didn't make a lot of sense to Spike—stalls were where some ponies slept, so how could you have them in an open sky?—her voice petered out, and she and Twilight both turned toward Balias.



"If you three are agreeable," Balias said, "There is some important work Xanthos and I must do. Much of our herd is out gathering news of this time and place, and we would like for them to meet you. It is rare for us to encounter a... scholar such as yourself, Twilight Sparkle. And your friends of course."



Twilight smiled. "That sounds wonderful. I'd love to know more about what you all do here."



Balias returned the smile. "Excellent. Then if you like, please feel free to continue browsing our collection. We only ask that you take care not to damage the artifacts we have on display."



"Of course. We'll be very, very careful with them."



Balias nodded. "Thank you, Twilight Sparkle. I hope we can converse again soon." She turned the opposite direction from her brother, trotting back toward the museum's entryway.



Twilight watched until Balias was out of sight, and then gave a relieved sigh. "For pony's sake, I thought those two were never going to leave."



"Wait, you wanted them to leave?" Rainbow asked.



"Of course I wanted them to leave," Twilight said. "How are we supposed to learn about the magic they've got working here, if we have them watching over our shoulders the whole time?"



"Then why'd you spend all that time arguing about Commander Easyglider! And before that, the fifth griffon dynasty? And what was all that stuff about those statues to the camel gods?"



"I was hoping they'd finally get tired of all my questions. At least the argument worked." Twilight sighed. "And yes, Rainbow, I know how hard aerobatics choreography is. Well, I don't know, but I can guess. Anyway. I saw a door a couple rooms back, and that magic echoes feeling seemed to be strongest around there. I was thinking we ought to backtrack and take a look.



It was a quick trip back, through a jumble of newer looking artifacts. Spike even thought he recognized the insignia for a few Equestrian cities on some of the glass-encased documents on display. The door Twilight took them to was plain and unimpressive, and when she opened it, Spike saw a square room lined with stairs leading down into the earth. A column of red stone ran through the center, identical to the columns Spike had seen in the entryway and periodically in the larger exhibition rooms. Looking down at the column, Spike could see into the narrow troughs that ringed it. The troughs were filled with the same golden flames he'd seen elsewhere, but beneath them he saw a pale blue liquid. He had no idea what it could be.



"I don't think I like this, Twilight." Spike glanced back over his shoulder as they slipped into the stairwell. "This doesn't look like somewhere we're supposed to go."



"You're right, Spike. It doesn't. But those magic echoes seem stronger here—stronger than they've felt anywhere else in this whole museum. If that's what it is. I'm starting to have my doubts."



"You are?" Spike pulled the door shut after they were all inside, then hurried down the stairs after Twilight. "It seems an awful lot like the Maretropolitan, if you ask me."



"It does, but..." Twilight shook her head. "No, there's something different. I just can't put my hoof on it."



The stairs went down and down, carved into some black rock Spike didn't recognize. The stairs went so far down, Spike thought, that they must have been in the heart of the island itself now, maybe even below the level of the sea. As they descended, the air grew hot. And dry, as if they were in the middle of the San Palomino desert rather than the Sea of Rains. When the stairs ended in a small stone landing, Spike could feel the sweat trickling around his scales.



"Are you really sure we want to be down here, Twilight?" Rainbow fluffed out her wings, glancing back up the stairwell. "I mean, I said it'd be nice to do some adventuring and all, I know that. But this is getting a bit creepy."



"Yeah," said Spike.



"I just mean..." Rainbow took a deep breath. "If you guys wanted to go back, I'd be cool with that. As long as nobody ever tells Applejack I said this was creepy, okay? 'Cause otherwise, I'm totally willing to keep going."



"Real convincing, Dash," Spike muttered, but most of his attention was focused on Twilight, who was examining a weathered door that looked like it was made from the same red granite as the museum itself. He jogged over to join her.



"It's strongest here. Whatever caused the magic around this place, it's behind this door."



"And you think it's important enough that we should break in?" Spike asked.



Twilight rubbed her mane with one hoof and gave a nervous laugh. "Well, it's not like anypony actually told us not to come down here."



Spike folded his arms and gave her the stare. They both knew the stare very well, each of them having used it too many times to count. It meant, "I was being serious, and you should be serious too, because you're thinking about doing something stupid and I need to know that you know that, and that you still think we should do it." The speech was a pain to remember, which was why they'd both settled on using the stare instead. It had saved a lot of time, over the years.



Twilight's expression paled, but she gave him a small nod.



Spike turned back to Rainbow. "Sorry, Dash. Looks like we're going to see this through."



Rainbow swallowed, forcing a smile as she slunk toward them. "Then let's get this over with."



Twilight nodded, pulling the door open with her magic and stepping through. The room beyond was dark, but blisteringly hot. Twilight formed a ball of glowing white light, and it revealed long tangles of black iron pipes. Some of them were as small as one of his claws. Some were so big that Spike thought he could fit through them—except that they were probably filled with lava or something. It was the only explanation he could find for all the heat.



It was hard to get an impression of the room's size, because the pipes were everywhere Spike looked, including overhead. The only empty space was a tunnel between the pipes, barely larger than the doorway. It was tight enough that the three of them had to walk single file, with Twilight leading and Spike in the middle. Twilight kept the ball of light close so they could see the pipes around them, but after a few minutes, the tunnel opened out into a larger space surrounded by pipes, with a glowing metal mechanism at its center. Spike and Rainbow hurried toward the machine, but Twilight hung back. When he noticed, Spike jogged back to her and left Rainbow to investigate.



"I think I figured it out," Twilight said. "What was wrong with the exhibits."



"Well, I mean, everything was wrong with them, right? That's the whole point of a museum of lost history."



"Yeah, but think about how they were laid out. The pattern. That's the problem."



Spike tapped a claw against his chin. "I don't know, Twilight. I don't remember any pattern."



Twilight smiled and nodded her head. "That's it exactly, Spike! Museums always have patterns. If this were the Maretropolitan, they'd have everything grouped by culture, or theme, or something. They'd have griffon artifacts separate from pony artifacts. Farm tools separate from political documents. They'd be organized."



"And they weren't." Spike nodded slowly. "Yeah, that is weird. Except... Wait, no, I did notice something. It seemed like all the really old stuff was together, wasn't it? And all the really new stuff, too. So maybe it's just organized by age?"



Twilight frowned, and trotted toward the machine. "I wouldn't organize them like that. It's so much easier to study things when you've got them grouped by—" She froze.



Spike followed her gaze. She was staring at Rainbow Dash, who stood reading a large plaque on the side of the machine. "What is it, Twlight?"



Twilight's voice was slow and calm. "Rainbow, I think you should move away from the machine."



"Yeah. I think maybe that's a good idea." Rainbow gave a hollow laugh. "This thing's creeping me out, Twilight. It says it's some kind of 'fate engine', if that makes any sense?"



"Yeah." Twilight was hoarse. "Yeah, I think it does." Her eyes stayed fixed on Rainbow as she walked away from the machine.



"What does that even mean?" Rainbow Dash asked. She flapped her wings nervously, and Spike saw what Twilight must have seen. The rainbow colored lightning bolt on Rainbow's flank was gone. Spike hissed, spinning to look at Twilight's. Hers was still there, but it looked faded, washed out.



Twilight began to hurry back up the tunnel between the pipes. "I think it means that this place gets its magic by stealing ponies' destinies. And, probably, that all the things we saw in the museum were things that should have happened and didn't, because somepony's destiny got stolen."



The words paused, though all three of them continued to hurry back toward the stairs. Then Twilight spoke again, more softly.



"And we just brought it an alicorn, a baby dragon, and a pegasus that's connected to the Tree of Harmony."



Spike felt a change in the air around him. It was hard to describe. Like the trailing edge of a wave, or the last hint of an echo. And then a sensation of amusement, but not his own—like something else had reached out and touched his mind.








Eighty miles west of Vanhoover, in the sweltering caverns beneath the Museum of Lost Histories, reality flickered. In the empty space between moments, the island changed—and at its heart stood a place of black rock that even the gulls avoided.
      

      
   
      Wing Lock


      

      
      
         In an empty library, a pegasus librarian sat behind an information desk and tapped her hoof on the desk. The library was called the Royal Canterlot Public Library. The librarian was called Gale. She tapped her hoof on the desk because she was nearing the end of her shift and any work she started she wouldn’t have time to finish, and it was the late evening shift and there was never much to do during the late evening shift anyway.



In front of her desk was a spiraling metal staircase that went up into the ceiling and down into the floor. To the left of her desk were shelves of books that stretched on a long way. To the right of her desk were more shelves of books that stretched on a similarly long way. Behind her was a wall. The wall had a window. Through the window, Gale heard music and voices and laughing and could see a husky glow from the lamp posts on the street below. There was a festival on in Canterlot that night. In the library, Gale heard nothing but her tap, tap, tapping on the desk top and saw nothing but books on shelves. There was nothing on in the library that night except the lights.



Gale thought that it might have been a kind of tragedy to be a librarian and see so many books not being read. It might have been another kind of tragedy to be a pegasus and sit behind a desk all night long and not be able to go where she pleased when it pleased her. Or the true tragedy taking place in that library might have been centered around the only other pony in the building, the unicorn mare upstairs with the nervous laugh, the same unicorn mare with the nervous laugh who had stayed in the library until closing time the night before, and the night before that, and nearly every night since Gale had begun working there.



Also on the wall behind Gale hung an old clock. The clock had a picture of an orange cat on it. Gale didn’t know why. Maybe time was easier to read when it was being read off of a cat’s face. Or maybe whoever had hung it there however many years ago had once had an orange cat and named it Butterscotch and loved it until it got hit by a carriage and died, and then loved it a long while after that. Long enough to put up a clock with a picture of an orange cat on the wall. And maybe not. The mind wanders when one has nothing to do. Pegasus minds more so than other minds. No pegasus pony should ever be a librarian, the same way no hippopotamus should ever be a masseuse. Gale wondered what that meant for her.



She stopped tapping and turned and looked at the clock. Thirty minutes till closing time.



She stood up and stretched and walked around the desk and up the stairs. Her hooves clanged on the metal stairs. When she reached the top, she was among more bookshelves. The top floor was where they kept the books no one wanted to read but that had to be kept somewhere because any loss of information would have been considered a grievous loss for all of ponykind, even if that information was only waterfowl migratory routes or former county zoning restrictions, and where else could you put them but in the top floor of a library where no one but the librarians and the recluses and the spiders would ever see them?



Gale walked among the shelves towards the back corner. The air was cramped and heavy and dusty and lonely. She sneezed.



Gale found her in the corner, the unicorn mare with the nervous laugh, shoved up against the wall near a window, two desks and one table arranged around her, each covered in stacks of paper and scrolls and books. The unicorn mare glared down at one particular scroll, mouth set in a firm line, quill and paper at the ready nearby, as if it had just insulted her mother one too many times and she had decided that a formal essay was the only proper response.



Gale cleared her throat.



The unicorn mare picked up the paper and the quill and went to work defending her mother’s honor.



“Hey,” Gale said.



The unicorn mare didn’t look up or respond, only scribbled on her paper.



Gale thought she probably should have felt offended, but she had never minded being snubbed. Wasn’t any use in it, she figured. But she watched the unicorn for a moment anyway to tell whether she was being ignored or simply being unnoticed. Gale would have preferred the former.



The unicorn mare had a purple coat and a purple mane. She was young, younger than Gale by a couple years. Probably a student. Her name was Twilight Something-Or-Other, if Gale remembered right. She was cute in a distant sort of way, like a matron in a classical portrait. Attractive, but very far away from the time and place Gale inhabited. Mysterious, but in an ordinary sense, where Gale could solve the mystery if she wanted, but she knew the matron didn’t want her to, and so she didn’t.



Gale watched her, and Twilight worked, absorbed in her scribbles.



“Hey,” Gale said again, louder.



Twilight blinked and looked around and then saw her. She smiled and laughed her nervous laugh, sounding embarrassed and flighty. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t notice you there.”



“The library closes in half an hour,” Gale said.



“Oh, okay. I’ll try to get everything cleaned up by then.”



“Don’t worry about it,” Gale said. “Take your time.”



Twilight smiled again and looked at the window and then looked at her books.



Gale turned and walked away. She knew the type. She had met enough of them over the years to get them figured out pretty well. They didn’t mean to be rude. Most of them didn’t even know what rude was. They just couldn’t do almost anything if you watched them do it. But then sometimes when nobody was looking they could do anything at all. And then a lot of times they couldn’t. Most ponies couldn’t do much by themselves.



Gale walked back down the stairs and when she got away from the top floor the air lightened, felt less lonely even though there was one less pony down there. She sat back down at her desk. Behind her, out the window, the music had gotten louder and livelier. It had a beat to it that bounced through the glass and off of every book in the library. Flutes tittered and chirped, violins whined and wept, accordions swelled and howled, guitars strummed and strutted, hooves stomped the ground, and wings rustled and swung. She recognized the melody. Any pegasus from Las Pegasus could recognize that melody. Gale closed her eyes and that way she could smell the sweat and the burn of the alcohol and feel the warm bodies slipping past and around her and the wings brushing under and over and against her own.



She opened her eyes and she was still in the library and she was cold. She listened to the music and thought about her grandmother.



Her grandmother had been an oddity among pegasus ponies in that she had been a fantastic cook. Most pegasus ponies didn’t have the patience for cooking. Gale wondered if she had inherited her own tendency towards patience from her grandmother. But she didn’t know how to cook, so maybe not.



Outside her kitchen, her grandmother was sometimes sympathetic and playful. Inside her kitchen, she was always a ruthless and insensitive tyrant. 



As a filly, Gale had been too terrified to step hoof into that kitchen, even for a glass of water. Anytime she tried, her grandmother would be lurking by the stove or the oven or the sink, big and loud and mean, and no matter how quiet Gale tried to be, her grandmother would sense her somehow and spin around and glare down at her and hunch over and yell, What do you want? or What are you doing? and Gale would stutter and stumble and turn around and run away. Gale eventually began to avoid the kitchen and her grandmother altogether.



But after she moved away from Las Pegasus, she wished that she had gone into that kitchen more often. Being yelled at was better than the alternative.



Gale looked at the cat-face clock. It was time to close the library.



She stood up and walked back up the stairs and into the quiet stacks. She went back to the corner and found Twilight much the same as she had been before. Gale envied her work ethic. She also envied that little pink swirl in her mane. She didn’t envy anything else about her. But, then again, they were both alone tonight. At least Twilight was being productive with her seclusion.



“Hey,” Gale said.



Twilight looked up and frowned. “Oh, is it time already?”



“Yup.”



Twilight bit her lip and looked down at all of her books and scrolls and papers.



“You need more time again?” Gale asked.



Twilight let out her strange, nervous laugh.



Gale didn’t know why, and stayed quiet.



Twilight’s laugh strangled in her throat and disappeared. “Um, yes, if you wouldn’t mind,” Twilight said. “I’m so close to finishing. It’ll just be a couple of minutes. I promise I won’t take so long this time.”



“It’s no problem,” Gale said. “Take your time.”



“Thank you! It’ll only be a couple minutes, I promise.”



“Okay.”



Then a loud eruption of laughter and music and burst through the closed window from below. Twilight glanced at the window and narrowed her eyes. She looked annoyed.



“There’s a festival going on tonight,” Gale said.



“I know,” Twilight said. “It’s the Tempest Festival. It’s a pegasus celebration, mostly. It was only in the past decade or so that it started being celebrated by non-pegasus ponies. It originated in Las Pegasus about a century ago as a celebration of the calming of the Borrasca, one of the largest storms in Equestrian history. But it’s best known for the terenge, a traditional pegasus dance that is only performed once a year.”



“You know a lot about it.”



“Oh, uh, not really. I’ve never actually attended before.”



“Will you go tonight?” Gale asked.



“No, no,” Twilight said. “No, I have too much work to do.”



“Oh,” Gale said. “I’ll be there. After I finish closing up the library.”



“Um, well, I’ll hurry up and finish then,” Twilight said, and turned back to her work.



Gale took the hint. She turned around and went back downstairs to her desk.



She sat down and listened to the music. She thought about her grandmother again.



Once, years after she had left, she went back to Las Pegasus and visited her grandmother. She found the kitchen empty. Instead, her grandmother had been sitting in a chair in the corner of her bedroom, wrapped up in blankets. She had looked small and tired. Her grandmother didn’t say much of anything or do much of anything, so Gale went back into the kitchen. She opened all the drawers, swung all the cabinets open and banged them shut, and turned the stove on and off. But her grandmother didn’t yell. Her grandmother didn’t charge in and demand of her, What do you want? or What are you doing? Her grandmother didn’t do anything.



Whatever Gale said to her, however she said it, her grandmother would only ever reply, in a quiet and confused voice, That’s nice, dear. Very good to hear. Gale screamed and cried right in her grandmother’s ears and still all the old pony said was, That’s nice, dear. Very good to hear.



If Gale suggested they go out and do something, anything at all besides sit in that chair in the corner smothered in blankets, her grandmother would say, Too cold. Whatever the temperature and whatever the weather, that was her excuse. Too cold, she said. Too cold. And she drowned herself in blankets and quiet. 



That was when Gale started to wish that she had braved the kitchen doorway more often as a filly. The glare and the hunch and the barked demands had been infinitely easier to bear than the That’s nice, dear or the Very good to hear or the Too cold.



It was called wing lock, because the pegasus ponies afflicted with the disease would often lock their wings against their sides and refuse to open them for anything. The muscles in their wings atrophied and the feathers fell away and then they didn’t have wings anymore, only bony, frail stalks that hung off their sides. Eventually, they started to forget things. Ponies names. What they ate for lunch. Where they went to school. Where they lived. Where they were or how they had gotten there. They forgot to bathe themselves and they forgot to eat.



No one had ever found a cure. It wasn’t a disease like a cold. It was a disease of the mind. Or maybe of somewhere even deeper than that. It started when a pony was very young and it started very small. And then it got worse and worse and worse every year. You couldn’t stop wing lock. You could only slow it down.



Gale looked back at the cat-face clock, and the old, once-loved-but-not-anymore cat told her it was time to go check on Twilight again.



Gale stood up and went back up the stairs. This time Twilight was standing. She faced away from Gale, looking out the window. Gale stood behind her and looked out. Outside in the street were lights and music and many ponies, mostly unicorns, and those ponies were dancing. A few groups of three or four, but most of them in pairs. The pairs danced very near each other, often touching, but they didn’t notice each other. They only noticed their partners, and their partners only noticed them. They moved fast and close, and they spun and they stomped and stepped lightly and jumped.



“It’s the tengere,” Gale said.



Twilight jumped a little and looked at her, then looked out the window again. “I only need a little more time,” Twilight said. But she kept looking out the window at the dancers.



“You could find a partner down there, easy,” Gale said. “Everypony is welcome. All you have to do is go down there.”



Twilight let out her nervous laugh again. “I don’t really dance.”



“My grandmother showed me the steps once, when I was very little,” Gale said. One of the only things she could remember doing with her grandmother besides running away from her and later screaming in her ears. “I remember the steps. You need a partner with wings to really do it right. It’s a pegasus dance. Still is. That’s why all those unicorns keep jumping in the air like fish in the slippery bottom of a boat. They don’t have wings.”



“It’s another element of pegasus culture that has been appropriated by unicorns this last decade,” Twilight said. “Princess Celestia says these kinds of appropriations are good for everypony.”



“But if you want to dance the tengere,” Gale said, “you still need a pegasus. Or else you’ll look like a fish in the bottom of a boat.”



Twilight turned back to her and away from the window. “I only need a little more time, if you don’t mind.”



“Would you like to dance?” Gale asked.



Twilight’s eyes widened a little and then she smiled and then she didn’t. “Yeah, but I just couldn’t go down there and try it in front of all those ponies. And I have work to do.”



“Would you like to dance with me?” Gale asked.



“Um.”



“Here,” Gale said, and stepped forward and grabbed Twilight and pushed her up onto her hind legs and Gale stood up onto her own hind legs. They balanced precariously. Twilight blushed and her eyes went wide, and Gale felt her own face go hot. She flared her wings and flapped them lightly to keep them both upright. “That’s why you need a pony with wings,” Gale said.



“Oh,” Twilight said. She still blushed but she didn’t pull away. “Um, what now?”



Gale listened to the music that came in through the window and listened to the beat of the drums and the strut of the guitar and the chirping flutes and then stepped in time with them, and Twilight stepped with her, and they were close together. Gale had lied. She didn’t remember the steps. She only remembered the music. She eased into the rhythm with Twilight and stepped with the drum beats and the strutting guitar, and then the violins whined, fast and long and wide, and Gale spun clumsily around Twilight and nearly threw them both into a bookshelf, but Twilight kept up and looked scared and excited. Them the accordions let loose and wailed, quick, up and down, up and down, and Gale let Twilight loose and swung her about, and she flapped her wings and brought them up and and down and knocked over a desk and papers and scrolls fluttered all around them, and Twilight’s eyes widened and she laughed. They were clumsy and inexperienced and they didn’t know what they were doing, but then it didn’t matter, because they were dancing together, and even if it wasn’t the right rhythm, they were in the same rhythm together. And the drums still beat and the guitars still strummed and the violins still whined and the accordions still wailed, and Twilight still laughed, and the laugh wasn’t nervous. She even laughed as Gale picked her up and then lost her grip and dropped her on the ground, and she laughed on the ground, and Gale fell down too and laughed with her.



They sat on the ground together and laughed and then their laughs dwindled. They looked at each other and breathed hard. Sweat slipped down Gale’s face.



“Ow,” Twilight said, catching her breath.



“Sorry,” Gale said. “I haven’t done this in a long time. Are you all right?”



“Yeah,” Twilight said, and stood up and laughed again. “That was a lot of fun. Thanks.”



Outside, the music still played.



“I’m going to the festival after I close the library,” Gale said, standing up. “Do you want to come with me?”



Twilight’s breath caught and she suddenly looked very small and tired and smothered. She looked at the window and then looked at Gale and then looked at her desks and papers and books, now disheveled and strewn about. “I’m sorry. I have a lot of work to do tonight.”



“I had to close the library over half an hour ago,” Gale said. “I didn’t do that.”



“I’m…” Twilight frowned. “I’m so sorry. I can’t.”



“I know,” Gale said, and thought about her grandmother again.



“Let me, uh…” Twilight started moving the papers and books around. “Let me at least clean this mess up for you.”



“No, don’t worry about it,” Gale said. “I’ll get it. You go ahead.”



“Oh,” Twilight said. She stood and looked at Gale as if she had forgotten something that she hoped Gale could remind her of. Her mouth moved but she didn’t say anything. Then she said, “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow night.”



“I’d prefer if I didn’t,” Gale said. “But I guess I probably will anyway, so see you then.”



“Okay,” Twilight said. She stood for a moment longer and then took a couple of her papers and walked away and went down the steps.



Gale stayed and cleaned up the mess. She set all of the papers and scrolls and books back on the desks and table in a way that looked similarly to how it had been before. She should have collected them so they could be reshelved, but she knew Twilight would want all the same ones again the next night, so she left them out.



When she finished, she closed up the rest of the library and thought about Twilight and her grandmother. She figured wing lock could happen to unicorns, too, it was just harder to see. But the symptoms were all the same. You couldn’t stop wing lock. You could only slow it down.



She went outside. Twilight wasn’t there. Gale didn’t know why she had expected her to be, but she was disappointed anyway. She locked the door and walked away. She didn’t walk towards the festival. There wasn’t any use in dancing alone.
      

      
   
      In the line of duty


      

      
      
         The windows shattered in a storm of glass shards, a sharp and glittering cloud around the pale red pony flying through frame. It landed in the center of an assembled rag tag band of lowlife, griffins and ponies, ran forward without losing momentum, tore the manila envelope from the mouth of a stunned stallion, jumped again and, using a scarred griffon as step, landed on the top of a pile of crates before throwing itself out through another window on the side of the room.

The members of the group stared open mouthed in the direction where the stranger had disappeared, before a massive rooster, grey streaked feathers and a missing eye, began to shout. “What in Tartarus are you morons waiting for? Get the bag back!”

 




 

The pony flew out of the building, angled his body to impact the opposing wall with it’s hooves, flexed its legs, and jumped again, directing it’s fall in the alley a few lengths below, where it landed with a roll before getting up again with a continuous, fluid movement. The mare panted heavily, a few scratches in her pale red sides, some glass shards in her dark blue mane, a bunch of disheveled hairs strains loose in her tight braid, some rips in the heavy tissue covering her cutie mark.

 

She looked around, then put the envelope she had just recovered in her left saddle-bag. Her ears began to swivel as a scream came from inside the building. She briefly closed her eyes, breathed deeply, looked back for a moment and started galloping to the exit of the damp alley she was in. Dodging discarded boxes and pools of oily mud, she came out between the two buildings in the full glory of Celestia’s sunset over the sea, squinting her eyes in the bright light. The mare skidded a little as she took a sharp bend right and continued at full speed.

 

Behind her a door opened in the big warehouse she had just left, a mass of bodies tumbling outside as they tried to exit all together. “There she is!” came a cry. She looked around frantically, a series of warehouses on her right, the open sea with a few ships on her left. A screeching sound told her that the griffins had taken the air, she took another sharp bend and entered another alley between anonymous buildings.  

 

As she ran admits dirty puddles on the wet cobblestone, she saw a rusty iron net blocking the end of the street, a dead end. The mare halted abruptly, her eyes desperately darting around, until she saw a heavy door, almost invisible in the long shadows cast by the sun behind her. She galloped, spun on her forelegs and, with a powerful buck, tore the door from the hinges, throwing it along the corridor until it impacted the wall at the end with a loud, clanging noise.

 

She ran inside, turned left, and found herself in a large room, full of shelves loaded with a variety of boxes and sacks. On the opposite side metal stairs lead up to offices, while long shadows crept over the scene. She galloped to the stairs and started to climb them, as the door at the top opened and an older, grey furred stallion with a guard uniform looked outside.

 

“What’s all this ruckus? Who are…” He never finished the question, as the pale red pony jumped, took a few steps on the wall, vaulted over the stunned guard, and rolled inside the office, before continuing through another door.



The guard gaped at the scene. “W-What in Celes…” The impact of the griffon threw him in the wall, leaving him unconscious, as the predator gathered his wits, shook his head and stormed inside the offices.

 

The mare passed two doors before jumping behind a desk and hiding under it. She held her breath for a moment, before starting to slowly and silently let it out.

 

The griffon entered running before stumbling to a halt shortly before the window. He excitedly looked around, as the pony he was searching for crept silently upon him. The mare tensed her muscles, then sprang, grappled the griffon around his neck and flew with him out of the window. The surprised hunter, suddenly becoming prey, started to panic and wildly flap his wings, shooting high in the sky instead of impacting the surprised mob in the alley.

 

As they rose higher and higher, the mare’s grip got stronger. She started to apply a lateral pressure, turning the flyer back down again, and directing it to the center of Vanhoover. The cold air whipping her face, her ride struggling, as a scream came from behind them.

 

“Stop and we may let you live!”. The pony turned her head, as three other griffins and two pegasi came after her. She looked forward again, and started to guide her own transport lower. They were now over a residential area, red brick buildings five stories high flowing beneath them. The pursuers were almost on them, as she kicked out, launching herself high while the half stunned griffon under her crashed in a water tank on the roof of one of the condos.

 

The mare flew high, slowly flipping in the air, before landing on a still incredulous rooster. She held strong, fixing her eyes on the other two feathered pursuers, the pegasi remaining at distance while the griffins readying for attack. The flyer under her began a series of high speed maneuvers to shake her off, but her grip was too strong. As she saw the hen on her right prepare to charge, she launched herself off, bucking her ride hard in the head and jumping to the attacking one. The griffon tried to dodge the incoming pony, but she managed to grab his right wing, using it to swing under the flyer and kick her in the stomach. 



The wing made a snapping noise, while the hen doubled over, tumbling with the pony through the air until they impacted in a heap on a nearby roof, the mare using the body of the griffon to soften her landing.

 

She stood up again, looking at the remaining flyers. The last griffon circled briefly before charging with a furious screeching. The mare stood still, until at the last moment she moved slightly to the side, grappling the extended claw of the attacker and throwing him, using his own momentum, against the parapet of the roof. The body impacted violently, and the victim laid there motionless. 



The pony cautiously walked to the body, poked it with a hoof, and then turned, looking at the googly eyed pegasi that were still hovering at a short distance. The two ponies looked at each other, then one simply said “Buck it, we are not paid enough for this.” before flying away.

 

The mare sighed before collapsing, breathing heavily. After a few minutes, she looked up at the sun, a worried expression on her face. Grunting she stood up, looked around, and then trotted to the fire escapes on the western side of the building. She rapidly descended the stairs, before disappearing in the alleys, as a small crowd of onlookers started to gather in the streets.








She cautiously slid along the alleys, avoiding the main streets and looking more and more often up at the setting sun. She turned left in a small passage between an old restaurant and a moldy, empty building as she saw an one eyed griffon flanked by two mean looking earth ponies at the end of the street. She turned rapidly back, but the other roads were also blocked, two more earth ponies on one side and a unicorn with a lead pipe in his telekinetic grip on the other.



The griffon cleared his throat. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t really care, even if I suspect that old chicken put you on my tail. Anyway, I respect competence, and you have shown enough of that, so give me that damned envelope, and I’ll let you go.” He gestured to the other ponies surrounding the mare. “As you can see this ends here. Do the smart thing, I get to shot the old bird down, you go away on your own legs, everyone wins.”



The mare looked around once again. The three ways were blocked, the sun was almost below the horizon, the light low. The trash behind the restaurant stank of putrefaction, the air was heavy. Her eyes darted around for a few more seconds, then she let out a sigh. Her shoulders lowering, she closed the eyes, then opened them again and looked at her opponent. Her voice was low and hoarse as she spoke. “I was only doing my job. Swear me on your honor that nothing will happen to me if I give you the package.”



The griffon raised a claw, stopping his ponies. “So you know me and what my word is worth.”



The pony nodded. “You are Ludwig Greyclaw, second of the line of the Greyclaw family.”



He said, with a hint of pride. “Good. I swear that if you give me what I want, my ponies won’t hurt you. Now, let’s cut the chase, give it to me!”



The mare scanned again her surroundings, the unicorn was a few lengths to her right, the two earth ponies on the other side, ready to jump her. She slowly opened her right saddle bag, and pulled out a manila envelope. She then put it down, and with a hoof shoved it to Ludwig. The rooster gestured to the stallion on his left to pick it up. 



The pony brought it to his boss, who impatiently took it, and lifted the lid. A flash and a bang followed. The unicorn turned his head to see what had happened, as the mare sprang to the side, grabbed the pipe from his telekinetic grip and, rotating it, hit him on the side of the skull. Without stopping, the pale red pony turned and threw her weapon to the other side of the alley. The pipe rotate in the air before impacting the forehead of one of the earth ponies.



As the thug started to fall, his companion focused again on the mare, finding her a few steps from him, charging. He had just time to blink before he received a terrifying headbutt, leaving him staggering. The mare got to the side of the thug, grabbed his tail and, pulling, started to turn. Rotating on herself, she started to lift the pony like in a slingshot, throwing him against the remaining and still stunned adversaries.



She bolted to the now free road ahead, while a crash and a scream of rage and frustration came from behind her. With curses as her soundtrack, she disappeared in the evening traffic, the last rays of the sun grazing the city while the streetlights began to shine.








The old griffon, wearing a richly decorated vest, a few rows of medals on his chest and flanked by a younger, solid built hen wearing an armor polished to a mirror glaze, came down the ramp of stairs. A pale red mare in a neat black formal suit and with a dark blue mane in a tight bun, sat at a mahogany desk poring over some documents. His stern eyes observed the pony for a few seconds, before addressing her. “Miss Silvertongue, could I have your attention please?”



The mare raised her head, a cordial smile spreading on her face. “Mr. Ambassador, how can I help you?”



“Did you manage to deliver the parcel I gave to you?”



Silvertongue nodded. “Yes your Excellency, it was in the hooves of your bookmaker before the match began.”



The griffon smiled warmly. “An excellent service like always. Thank you very much. I hope there weren’t any problems.”



“Nothing important, some minor hindrance on the way, but that was all.”



“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. I hope I didn't trouble you too much.”



The mare waved her hoof. “Nothing to worry about, it’s only my job; I am a concierge after all.”
      

      
   
      End of the Day


      

      
      
         It was the best of times. It was the worst of times. It was the age of magic. It was the age of foalish stupidity. It was the era of friendship. It was the era of selfishness. It was an epoch of prosperity. It was an epoch of intense hardship. We were living in the joyous reign of Princess Celestia, following her victorious defeat of Nightmare Moon. We were living in the bitter post-conflict reality, forever separated from Princess Luna. We had been saved from the terror of the eternal night. We would endure the long bleak late-afternoons, where the sun would linger for hours just above the horizon, as everypony knew Celestia was staring at the solar orb, with tears running down her face, trying to muster the strength to lower it and raise the moon, but knowing that when she did, the sight would break her heart, as it had every evening for the past forty years.



In the office of the Canterlot Town Hall, we clerks sat at our writing desks, copying the documents pertaining to legal transactions from across the city: the import of luxury goods, construction of new airships, purchase of property and the building of new towers. Thus we had a full overview of the state of our world. The city was thriving, growing rich from the profit from trade with far off lands. The loss of the Crystal Empire had not held Equestria back, but spurred the explorers and merchants to discover new lands and establish new markets. Airship technology had shot ahead, and the huge merchant vessels plied the trade routes, bringing back tea and spices from Hindustan; coffee and perfume from Griffonia; gold, jewels and chocolate from the Llama Empire. In return the city exported manufactured goods and fine woven cloth. Canterlot was the nexus of a worldwide trading network where the sun never set.



Not that we directly saw any of this wealth. A town hall clerk was paid two bits a month, which just covered the rent and food for my family. The only luxury I could afford was the cheap red ribbons and bows I tied in my tail and mane to add a bit of colour to my somewhat dull grey coat and pale green mane.



Our contract was to work until sundown, so we sat at our desks, levitating quills above the documents we were working on, wondering how long it would be until the sun would finally signal closing time. None of us had watches, so we had no precise notion how far behind schedule the day had slipped until the Lord Mare walked out of her private office holding her golden watch on a chain.



“Two and a half hours late! It’s time to go and give her highness a prod in the royal backside.”



She glanced along the row of desks, and for some reason picked me.



“Tick Scribbler—accompany me!”



I left my desk and followed the boss out of the Town Hall. Silver-Gilt Mace, the Lord Mare of Canterlot was one of the most powerful ponies in the city. Perhaps the most powerful, except for the princess of course, but everypony knew that the princess had little time to deal with the day-to-day city affairs. She was in an ill humour and did not speak. I knew better than to take the liberty of trying to start a conversation. My job was to take notes, to return to the Town Hall if she found she had forgotten anything and run any other errands.



We walked up the cobbled streets which ran back and forth up the steep gradients of the city. This part of the town was full of smart houses, with neat symmetric facades, made from smooth stone. The homes of lawyers and merchants. Behind these rose the majestic white towers of the homes of the aristocracy, many still under construction. We passed a house where a mare was arguing with her two little foals on the doorstep.



“But you said we could play in the street until sunset! It’s not fair,” wailed the young colt as his mother dragged him through the door.



We continued until we reached the gates of Canterlot Castle, guarded by two unicorn guards in uniform.



“Tell Her Highness Princess Celestia that Lord Mare Silver-Gilt Mace has arrived and will speak with her at once.”



The guard replied with the neutral voice of one used to being shouted at by figures of authority.



“Her Royal Highness is not in the castle at present.”



“Where is she?”



“I saw her leave four hours ago when she went for her afternoon tea. She has not returned.”



The Lord Mare swore loudly at the guard before turning and trotting off down the street. I hurried after her. She turned into the fashionable part of the New Town and onto a street lined with elegant tea rooms, where the upper echelons of Canterlot society sat drinking tea, seated on plush cushions at small tables in terraced gardens enjoying the spectacular views over the cliff. 



We walked into one of the largest tea rooms, where waiters dressed in the finest clothes were rushing from table to table levitating silver tea pots, porcelain cups, jugs of milk and cream, and plates of fruit cake and scones, all before them. The lingering afternoon sun had brought in extra customers, and the staff were evidently rushed off their hooves dealing with them all. I could see in their eyes that tired-but-resigned look of those who do not know when the day will ever end.



“Where is the princess?” shouted Silver-Gilt to the room. When nopony came forward, she grabbed at a passing server causing him to drop a plate of cake. “Where is Celestia? This is her favourite tea room. Has she been here?”



“S-she was here for her afternoon tea,” stammered the poor stallion. “She had her usual p-peppermint and three pieces of fudge cake. I-I don’t know where she is now.”



“Where has she gone? Somepony must have seen her leave. Which direction did she go?”



The unicorn stammered a few syllables, but had no answer. Fortunately one of the customers, a grey-maned unicorn stallion wearing a black jacket and monocle answered her.



“I saw her on Tower Street, maybe an hour or two ago, she was heading for Loriner’s Coffee House.”



The Lord Mare turned and walked out without pausing to say thank you.



Five minutes later, two streets away, we walked through the doorway of Loriner’s—an elegant structure with a carved archway supported by columns of the finest stone. This was the establishment frequented by the airship captains and ship owners, where they would meet to arrange insurance and discuss the latest news. Behind the bar was hung a formal portrait of Princess Celestia. A curtain was hung in front of a second portrait of Princess Luna, as the sight of it was too disturbing, but nopony had yet dared to suggest removing it. There was no sign of the Princess herself.



At the bar a pegasus and a unicorn, both dressed in merchant navy uniforms sat discussing a silver watch placed on the bar.



“I’ll give you twenty bits for it,” said the pegasus.



“That’s ridiculous! It’s a model 23 chronometer in mint condition. I bought it new for over four hundred. It served me well for many years, letting me accurately pin down our longitude when high above the clouds, away from all landmarks.”



“But not much use now is it? With the length of the day so random, the best chronometer in the world won’t let you tell your longitude these days.”



“Where is the princess?” demanded the Lord Mare in her usual tone.



The barpony, waiters and customers stared back.



“She was here an hour ago,” said one.



“And?”



“She had a mocha, and a large chocolate and black cherry gateau.”



“Where is she now?”



“I don’t know. She seemed kind of pensive, we didn’t want to bother her.”



The Lord Mare glared at the audience until eventually a waitress ventured a reply.



“When she left, she was heading towards the Old Town.”



“The Old Town! Are you sure?”



“Yes. She was walking slowly down Numnah Lane, past the air docks.”



We left the coffee house and hit the road again. Canterlot Old Town was quite different from the new. The buildings had been badly damaged by blasts of stray magic during Celestia’s fight with Nightmare Moon, and then rebuilt quickly using cheap materials. The water and sewer system was inadequate and the streets were full of filth. This part of the city housed the dock workers and crystal pony immigrants—who had fled the Crystal Empire before the war and now had no home to return to. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, living here in overcrowded housing. Their coats no longer had any of the crystal shine they were reported to have once had. The lucky ones had found jobs—the skilled jewellers working in the city’s clock and instrument factories, those with a strong back, loading and unloading the airships. But there were always far more ponies than paying jobs.



The Lord Mare was out of place here and her temper was getting worse. She clearly wanted somepony to shout at. But the ponies we passed made great effort to get out of her way and would not meet her eye. The dock workers trotted past quickly ignoring us. I noticed a dark purple mare sat in a doorway, looking at the ground, presumably without a home of her own. I walked over to her.



“If you please. Have you seen Princess Celestia pass by? A large white winged unicorn.”



She answered without looking up. “I know who she is. She passed maybe half an hour ago. She went to Jerry’s place.”



“Thank you.”



“Can you spare some change Miss?”



I looked at the Lord Mare, but she shot back a venomous glare.



“If you want a handout, go to the workhouse.”



I looked at the young mare, thinking how easily I could be in her position if I lost my current job. I had no coin, so I pulled the ribbon from my mane and pushed in into her hoof. Not much, but she might be able to trade it for a meal.



Donut Jerry’s was probably the cheapest eatery in the city. It was a wooden shack at the foot of the Old Town, catering mainly for the earth pony navvies brought in from Baltimare to dig the earthworks for the new railway (which promised to one day allow anypony to travel from Canterlot to the east coast in under twelve hours—anypony who could afford the fare, that is). The food here had none of the exotic flavours you could find higher up in the city, just plain flour-dough deep fried and covered with sugar. Good honest food.



We pushed open the wooden door and walked in. The room was packed with every colour of earth ponies, crystal ponies, unicorns and pegasi. In the middle, at the bar, stood Princess Celestia. Her white coat was covered with specks of dirt, as well as coffee and chocolate stains. Her multi-coloured mane was full of sugar crumbs.



“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” said the bartender.



“Another doughnut! Extra sprinkles!” Celestia thumped a mug of milk down on the counter, and by royal authority, got what she asked for.



The Lord Mare pushed her way through the crowd, then drawing herself up to her full height, addressed the princess.



“You Highness. I do not know what you are doing here, but I insist that you come outside this minute, lower the sun, then return to the palace.”



Celestia turned to face her, but for a long time did not answer. When she did speak it was not at first clear if she was addressing the Lord Mare, or speaking to herself.



“At this time of day, I always think of my sister, and it fills me with sadness to remember how I lost her. Yet I will live long enough that I can hope to see her again… Today, on a whim, I walked down into Old Canterlot… I met a mare who lost her father, mother, sister and many friends when the Crystal Empire fell, and she will never see them again. I did not know what to say to her… I met a young mother caring for five young foals in a filthy little hovel, with barely a cup of oats to feed them. She had lost three other foals to illness, which it is hard to believe would have killed them had they been properly fed and accommodated.”



“That is not your or my concern.”



“I met a father who had sent his children to the workhouse as he could not afford to feed them.”



“We cannot help these ponies. They must help themselves. If they are not prepared to work—”



“He was working a fifteen hour day assembling cardboard boxes. But that did not pay enough to feed his family.”



“That is his problem.”



“In a city as rich as this?”



“We cannot reward poverty. It is up to everypony to work hard and help themselves.”



“It’s not their fault!” I blurted out before I could stop myself. “How can they work when there are no jobs? How can they help themselves when they have nothing?”



The Lord Mare ignored me and repeated her order to Celestia. “I insist that you come outside this minute and lower the sun.”



Celestia walked past us and out through the door. We followed her. Outside, she spread her wings and flew up onto a large pile of earth, left to the side from the railway workings. There she sat staring at the red sun on the western horizon. As we watched, she lit up her horn and directed the sun down below the horizon, then, a moment later, turned to the other side of the sky and lifted the moon up in its place. She sat staring at it. She was too far away for us to see if she was crying.



“About time,” said the Lord Mare. She turned and trotted away, impatient to return to the clean streets of the New Town. She probably expected me to follow her, but as the sun had now set, I was no longer at her command. I stayed where I was watching the princess. Eventually she turned around and flew down, landing in front of me.



“What is your name my little pony?”



“I’m Tick Scribbler,” I said.



“You work for Silver-Gilt?”



I nodded.



“Well little Tick. There is much I need to do.”



She reached out to touch my face with a hoof.



“I am in need of an assistant. Would you come and work for me instead?”
      

      
   
      Opening Hours


      

      
      
         “… and so, your highness, I should like to extend my warmest gratitude for your consideration, and I hope that you will see fit to grant my company the right to do business at…”



Celestia clenched her jaw and, with centuries of practice, stifled a yawn. She allowed herself the briefest of glances at the clock (twelve to five), before turning her eyes back to the mare before her whose face, she noticed, was at the strangest of odds with her voice. If one simply looked at her (closing one’s ears, as it were), there was a fiery passion in her eyes, a grim determination in her powerful pose… but if one simply listened (closing one’s eyes, as it were. Although, come to think of it, that was something she could do, wasn’t it?), there was neither passion nor determination: only grim monotony, and phrasing that rambled beyond comprehension.



She wished she could close her ears. She felt she would probably pay better attention to this petition without the self-forsaken words. How did such an animated, youthful mare sound so interminably dull?



“… and, with the opportunity to remain open later, local shops might find themselves attracting a greater number of customers, which would be greatly beneficial to more than just…”



She was not going to look at the clock. She was a Princess. She had ruled the country single-hoofedly for over nine hundred and fifty years, now, and she was more than capable of not glancing at the clock for ten min



Nine to five.



… dammit. Why had she thought it would be a good idea to extend her daily court sessions by an hour?



“… which, if we consult figure 1” – oh, me, she has diagrams – “it should be obvious that the overall effect on the economic growth of Equestria would be—”



“Not yet.”



The mare blinked a few times, not quite stupidly. The other petitioners behind her raised their eyebrows in surprise, and a small, choked gasp echoed around the court. Even the guards, stood flanking her throne, could be seen to move a fraction in surprise.



“I beg your pardon, your highness?”



“I said, ‘Not yet,’ Velvet Dusk,” Celestia repeated, her boredom masked beneath a centuries-old façade of infinite majesty and calm. “Business hours have been changed before, and in my experience ponies require some time to get used to the concept before it is implemented. I’m afraid your café will have to stick to the same five o’clock closing time as everypony else, for at least a few years.”



She could see the disappointment on the mare’s face, yet could not hear it in her voice as she protested. The words flew over her head. Four to five. No, wait, she wasn’t supposed to be looking at the clock!



“I’m sorry, Miss Dusk. If you would like, I can make sure my economics advisors see your work? I assure you they shall be trying to implement new timings as soon as they can, but these things are not sudden, easy changes.” Celestia smiled reassuringly, and the mare smiled nervously back. “Your request is formally denied, but your ideas will certainly be taken on board.”



It was the third time that month she’d said those words, although to Velvet’s credit the other two petitioners hadn’t been nearly so well-prepared. Celestia always wondered how quite so many ponies could come and petition her for things she was already working on.



Three to five. It was close enough.



“Court is now closed for the night. Please return tomorrow if you wish to speak with me.” The remaining petitioners, grumbling, turned and walked from the hall, faces downtrodden and bitter murmurs exchanged. Velvet Dusk remained in the middle of the court floor, still looking up at her, a dumbstruck look plastered on her face.



Celestia took a deep breath and rose, smiling regally at the mare and her guards. She stepped down from the throne, walking calmly to the door, and nodding at the guards in a signal for them to help Velvet leave. Turning right as she left the room, Celestia followed her daily routine precisely and pushed all thoughts and memories for the day’s court from her mind.



A rumbling stomach—her own, as it happened—reminded her of the most important item on her agenda: Pony Joe’s. A newer café, famous for its doughnuts (or, as the ponies were calling them this decade, “donuts”. The blasted things had only been invented half a century ago; how could they already need renaming?), Celestia often visited for its coffee and delightfully relaxed atmosphere, but she supposed the odd doughnut or cake wouldn’t go amiss.



Trotting briskly down the hallway, Celestia twisted her head from side to side with a smile and a bright tune between her lips. No guards. Good. Pausing her hum momentarily, the hallway flashed with light, and the solar monarch vanished.







Closed.



That’s what the sign said: closed. It was even accompanied by a few dots and a gently curved line arranged, Celestia thought, in quite a splendid minimalistic impression of a sad face. Tentatively, she reached out a hoof and tapped the sign lightly; the white card swung on its little triangle of string, but the words stayed exactly as they had been before.



Celestia squinted at the sign, her eyes narrowing in mistrust, for never in her life (or, perhaps more usefully, in the time it had been in business) had Pony Joe’s been closed when she arrived. The sign looked sadly back at her, its eyes pinpoints of red ink, as its sways came slowly to a halt just off-centre.



She wasn’t quite sure what else she had expected it to do.



She also, as it turned out, wasn’t entirely sure what she had expected herself to do in this situation. She was, after all, Princess Celestia of Equestria—where she went, doors opened; when she wanted dessert, waiters kept restaurants running well after their shifts had ended to provide it.



Right now, Celestia wanted dessert. So why wasn’t Pony Joe’s open?



Letting out a huff of indignation, Celestia looked up at the palace and closed her eyes. Hopefully the kitchen staff would have some cake—or, at the very least, enough ingredients to make some.








She could see the unicorn standing in the line, if she tilted her head just right. It was tricky, because if she tilted her head too much the stallion talking at her would likely notice her lack of concentration, but she could barely see a hint of the lilac mane if she kept her head where it was. Perhaps, if she waited, the stallion might say something that was cause for concentration, where a head-tilt might signify interest. Patience, Tia. Patience.



Quarter past four.



What part of “patience” required looking at the clock? She wanted to look back at it, to confirm that what she knew was true: that the hands hadn’t moved, and that not even a minute had passed, but Celestia stayed firm. She kept her eyes focused on the stallion before her, her warm smile not quite plastered onto her muzzle but she did know that in an hour’s time she would be slouched over Pony Joe’s bar, rubbing her cheeks to ease the pain and stiffness away.



There. There she was. Standing just there, between the gray stallion and the… other gray stallion. Hmm. The nobility, it seemed, had more than its fair supply of white or grey stallions, and given the enchantments on her guards Celestia was beginning to wonder if this was why Canterlot was looking less like a thriving city and more like the finals of the Least Colourful Coat Contest.



She glanced briefly down at her own leg to confirm that, yes, she would certainly win, before looking back up at the stallion before her just as he finished his sentence. He was staring up at her, now, his mouth unmoving and his eyes wide and hopeful.



Celestia wasn’t quite sure what he had been asking for. It was something to do with one of those arts grants, wasn’t it? And he had wanted to build…



“Yes, your highness,” he answered. She wasn’t entirely certain she had voiced the question. “A library in Ponyville.”



Oh yes, that was it. The little town beneath Canterlot Mountain, with the quaint little train station and the most delicious jam. Tasted positively divine on scones, although it hadn’t managed to settle the argument on pronunciation. He’d wanted to build a Library there, to spread knowledge to the townsponies. She remembered something about the project “taking a few decades to grow”, or expand, or whatever unimportant terms businessponies used these days to describe putting time into making an enterprise work.



“I think that is an excellent idea,” Celestia declared, “and one I think well worth pursuing. I shall put it forward with my recommendation to the council.” There was always a council for these things, a group of ponies who sat around and decided who got the bits they needed to follow their dreams. She was glad her voice had quite so much weight with them, or who knew what kinds of projects they’d end up funding?



Concentrate. There were, after all, still… forty-three minutes to go.



Why was she here?



She couldn’t want to petition again, could she? She must have known the answer would never change so quickly. Most ponies didn’t come back for a second petition for at least a week, and the sane ones kept a respectable month between their enquiries. It was a matter of courtesy, of politeness.



Yet standing there in the crowd was Velvet Dusk, eager of face and dull of voice as always, ready to petition not a day after her last unsuccessful attempt. Celestia tried to hide her frown as the next petitioner was called forward, and (eighteen past four) wished the clock (eighteen past four) would move quicker (eighteen past four).







It took almost exactly thirty-two minutes for Velvet Dusk to make it to the front of the queue, and Celestia sighed quietly to herself as the mare took her place on the floor and the minute hand ticked, once, onto the ten.



“Good afternoon, Velvet Dusk.” Often the best way to unnerve determined petitioners, Celestia found, was to greet them by name with a friendly smile. The break in established form—for she normally just nodded as a sign for them to proceed—would throw them and leave them unprepared.



“And to you, Princess,” Velvet replied, bowing ever so slightly. “I thought a great deal last night about your words, and I spent some time reconsidering my proposal. In light of your decision to delay the introduction of the legislature required…”



And there she went again, dull tone and animated face. It was quite impressive to watch, really, if one ignored the unending torrent of words.



Celestia wasn’t sure why she was letting this happen. By all rights she should be cutting Velvet off before she could get going, making sure she was still aware that her answer would not change, and sending her off so one more petitioner could have a chance today. But for some reason, the monotonous mare held her attention, and Celestia couldn’t quite bring herself to interrupt.



“… and of course rolling this out over the course of a month would give employers a chance to speak with their employees, and work out new rotas and shifts for the new hours, while the general populace spends the time getting to grips with the…”



It wouldn’t take all that long and, besides, it was nearly time to call court to a close for the day. Velvet, for all her unnecessary phrasing, was not likely to drag on a repeat petition for more than ten minut



Two to five.



What?



Yes, definitely two to five. She hadn’t misread that. Velvet had been talking for eight minutes, and Princess Celestia had just let it happen.



“I’m very sorry, Ms. Dusk,” Celestia interjected quietly, as Velvet took a pause for breath, “but court is coming to a close for today. If you should like to finish your presentation you, and the remaining petitioners, are welcome to return tomorrow.”



Velvet’s exit was somewhat more dignified this time than being escorted out by guards; she nodded once, bowed, and quietly took her leave. The other petitioners followed her, and Celestia breathed a sigh of relief, rising from her throne and smiling at the guards who stood at its sides.



“At ease, gentlecolts,” she said, brightly. “I’m going out for some coffee and doughnuts. It’s been a long day. Would you care to join me?”



The stallions glanced at each other, worried expressions dancing across their faces, unspoken words passing between them in silent conversation. It was times like this when Celestia wished she had learned the mind-reading spells before destroying the scrolls, all those years ago. It might have been dangerous for other ponies to learn them, but she knew that she would never abuse that power.



“I-I’m afraid we’ve made plans for our time off this evening, your highness,” the one to her left (what was his name? She was pretty sure it began with an S…) stuttered. Celestia let out a breath, smiled, and nodded.



“I understand,” she said, before drawing in a deep breath and lighting up her horn. “Well, gentlecolts, I shan’t keep you waiting any longer.”







Closed.



If she were not a Princess, Celestia would likely have sworn at the sight of the little red-and-white sign hanging on the door. As it was, she turned her anger and disappointment into a composed nod and a regal, slow shake of her head. Her frustration was etched in the graceful smile on her muzzle.



This, she decided, was not happening.



Yes, that was it. The sign was nothing more than a figment of her imagination, and if she reached now for the doorknob, using her magic to twist it just so, she would find that the door would easily pull towards her and



The door was most definitely locked—which, of course, meant that the sign was not lying to her. Perhaps it was the little, beady eyes, or the insincerity in its frown, but Celestia had been convinced that the sign was dishonest. Yet somehow, the flimsy piece of card had more integrity than she had thought possible, and its impossible prediction was undeniably truthful.



Princess Celestia tried the only thing she could think of, and knocked.



She wasn’t entirely sure on knocking etiquette, as being the sole, supreme ruler of the land tended to come with the perk of ponies opening doors for you, but Celestia was reasonably certain that she was meant to wait after knocking until someone opened the door. Certainly, that was how the ponies who knocked on her chamber door seemed to behave, waiting there in the hallway patiently until she was done with her letter-writing or her weekly poem.



Somehow, though, as she sat in the streets of Canterlot, her horn glowing as she tugged the sun gently down below the horizon, her stomach rumbling with an absence of doughnuts, Princess Celestia was starting to think that maybe she had waited just a little too long.








She would keep her eyes open, no matter how long Velvet Dusk droned on for about café opening hours.



“… so it seems clear to me that the optimal timing for most cafés would be to remain open until early evening, perhaps no later than eight o’clock so as to avoid significantly lengthening shifts…”



The problem, of course, was that her body simply wasn’t used to a night spent staring at its own reflection in the glass of a locked doughnut shop door. Her hunger hadn’t helped matters at first, but a hearty breakfast, elevenses, and lunch soon convinced her that the ache in her barrel had little to do with a lack of food. It didn’t feel like hunger, either; not after breakfast, at least. It felt almost like tiredness.



“… I’ve interviewed a number of local café owners, who have each kindly compiled a list of reasons they would like to see the changes made sooner rather than later…”



Could a lack of sleep really hurt one’s stomach in much the same way that a lack of food might? It seemed like an absurd idea, but Celestia was not really sure that she was awake enough to pass judgement on it. She briefly flickered the light of her horn, checking that the concealment spell over her bloodshot eyes was still working—it was, thank me—and proceeded to nod slowly at the neverending tide of words that was Velvet Dusk. 



“… and of course these days a great many ponies do not finish their working day until half past four, or even five o’clock itself, making the mandatory closing hours frustrating for those who would like to…”



Celestia couldn’t help but think that, if Pony Joe’s had been open last night, she might actually have been awake enough to distract herself from Velvet’s talk. But, worryingly, she found her exhausted mind latching onto the words, engaging with them and even (may she forbid it) listening to them, once in a while.



“… and so I’d like to take a moment to discuss the economic ramifications…”



Never mind: Velvet was getting out her charts again.



As Celestia clenched her her jaw and, with centuries of practice, stifled a yawn, she couldn't help but wonder about the little red-and-white sign she had spent so long watching, its taunting little face unsympathetic in its false upset, and how she might ensure that she never had to see it again. Perhaps, if she was lucky, the next petitioner would have a bright idea she could use, if only Velvet Dusk would cease her unending whining about café opening hours and allow them the chance to speak.
      

      
   
      Trinkets


      

      
      
         The smell of several different glues hung in the warm afternoon air, the appliqués and other finishing touches drying on their frames in the boutique.



Rarity, her mouth full of pins, moved to fix a ribbon on yet another hat she was creating for her new fall line. She took a moment to glance at the clock, seeing it was nearly six, and time to close up for the day. Not that she'd had many customers here between seasons, but the clock was a way to remind her to keep on schedule... and when she could take a break. A few more minutes, and she could rest easily, knowing she'd put in a true, full day's worth of work.



The bells above the door ting-tinged as it opened, and the sound of small hoofsteps followed.



"Don't forget to wipe your hooves, Sweetie!"



But instead of Sweetie Belle's familiar grumbling, an unknown voice responded. "Sorry, miss..." Rarity set down her work and went to the door.



There was a young filly, about Sweetie's age, but with a grey coat and a piece of silverware for a cutie mark. Rarity recognized the young one as Silver Spoon, one of her sister's "arch enemies" as Sweetie put it. The little filly was sniffling though, and holding some sort of broken jewelry in front of her.



"Well, darling," Rarity said, her voice full of kindness. "Whatever is the matter?"



"I... I need to find a way to fix this... before... before the dance tonight." She held up what seemed to be a broken tiara. It was snapped into two pieces, and bent slightly.



Taking the pieces in her aura, Rarity examined them. "Come on in, and tell me what happened, dear." She led the filly back into her workspace.



"Diamond and I were... were walking, and then..." She paused to wipe her nose on her fetlock. "Well, I think Diamond lost it when we ducked under this tree branch, and then... then I stepped on it."



"Oh, that is a shame." Rarity said. "But why the tears? It's just an accident."



"Diamond said... she said it was my fault, with my big dumb hooves, and if I didn't get it fixed before the dance tonight, she'd never be my friend again."



Rarity's ears laid back at that. She knew Diamond Tiara was a bit of a spoiled brat, and didn't get along with Sweetie and her friends at all. Foals were like that. But Silver Spoon was supposedly one of her friends. If she treated even her friends that way... well, that was just sad.



"Well, dear, I'm sorry to hear that, but I'm afraid I'm not very good at repairing jewelry. I mostly do fashion and clothing. Have you tried one of the jewelry shops?"



"I ran there first... but... but they just laughed at me, told me it wasn't worth their time to fix. But, Diamond loves this, and said it's way too valuable, as it has so many diamonds in it and stuff."



Rarity looked closer at the broken tiara. The "diamonds," while plentiful, were nothing more than cut glass, and the "silver" was rubbing off, revealing nothing but cheap copper underneath. She this to herself however.



"Well, yes, it is certainly a... 'unique' piece."



"I'm sorry, miss... miss Rarity. I just know you make pretty things, and you know a lot about gems and stuff. I thought maybe you might know how to fix it, or have something to replace it."



"I am terribly sorry, Silver, but I'm afraid I don't really carry jewelry of this 'quality.'"



"What about that one?" Silver pointed at a tiara atop the head of a dress form.



Rarity followed her hoof, and saw she was looking at the Twilight's coronation tiara. It wasn't the one that had housed the Element of Magic, but it was still a rather valuable piece of actual jewelry, belonging to a Princess.



"I'm afraid that one is already spoken for."



"I can pay you! My dad has lots of money. I know he'd buy it for me if he was here!"



Heart aching, Rarity sat down, so she was eye to eye with the filly. "Silver, listen to me... You can't buy friends."



"I... I know that, but I..." Silver Spoon dug for reasons to justify her actions. "But I broke it, so I have to replace it. That's just the right thing to do."



"Well, that is certainly very noble, but it sounds to me like you're just making excuses for your friend's ill-tempered behavior."



Silver sniffled again. "Diamond isn't that bad, really. She just, she just gets picky about her things, that's all. And I... I don't have any other friends."



"And you think that bringing her a new tiara is the only way to keep her as your friend?"



The filly wasn't dumb, Rarity could see. It was clear she knew friendship wasn't supposed to work like that, but she sympathized with the foal as well. It can sometimes be all too easy to get caught up in bad habits and unhealthy relationships, and all too difficult to break free.



"I... I know, Miss Rarity." Silver Spoon admitted after a moment. "But... she's all I have. I... I can't lose that. And I don't want her to be alone either."



Scrunching up her face in thought, Rarity took a deep breath and sighed. "Well—"



The two were interrupted by the sound of bells above the door.



"I'm sorry," Rarity called, demurely. "But we're closed for the day!"



"Well, I guess I'll just go spend the night at Apple Bloom's then," Sweetie Belle yelled back, as the door opened again. "See you tomorrow!'



"Oh no you don't, Sweetie! You've got chores and homework to do!"



"Awww, but Sis..." The whine was accompanied by the sound of clomping hooves as Sweetie rounded the entryway into the main shop area.



Sweetie's eyes went wide when she saw Silver Spoon standing there. "What the f—"



"Sweetie!" Rarity yelled, seeing the state her sister was in, covered up to her barrel in mud and grass. "Go back outside and wash all that filth off!"



"But..."



"Now!"



Turning, Sweetie Belle departed, muttering under her breath, "In, out, in, out... sheesh, make up your mind!"



"What was that?" Rarity asked.



"Nothing."



"Good, it better not be. We'll talk after you're done."



The door slammed a little louder than was strictly necessary.



"I'm sorry about that deary," Rarity said, turning back to Silver Spoon, "Usually we don't fight so much."



"It's... It's okay. At least you have each other to even fight with."



Ah yes, Rarity thought, that's where we were. The filly so lonely she's willing to jump any hoop just to keep the one abusive friend she has.



"How long until this dance of yours?" Rarity asked.



"Umm, it starts at eight."



Nope, no way to fix the tiara before then, and the costume supply stores in Canterlot were well more than that round trip away. Rarity sighed, then smiled, mind made up. Turning, she walked over to the dress form and lifted the tiara off of it.



"Are you sure Diamond would be happy with this one? It's quite a bit different than her old one, though it is, if I may be so bold, perhaps a bit nicer."



"Oh, yes ma'am! I'm sure she'd love it. It is very pretty. It looks like it could even belong to a princess or something!"



Rarity couldn't keep a slight smirk from forming at the corners of her mouth. If only she knew...



"Well, then I suppose the only way to resolve things is for you to take this one to her before then, yes?"



"Are you sure?" Silver said, hesitantly taking the offered tiara. "You said it was already spoken for."



"Oh, don't worry about that. It belongs to one of my favorite clients, yes, but I'm quite certain she would understand once she knew a friendship was at stake." She was, Rarity thought to herself, the Princess of Friendship, after all.



"Thank you so much! How much is it going to cost? I need to tell my dad how much to pay you."



The businesspony in Rarity had the number pegged on the spot, even though this particular tiara had never been for sale. It was a fairly significant sum of bits. She knew that the filly's parents were probably good for it, but...



"As it's not mine to sell, I'm afraid I can't put a price on it. How about we consider it a favor, and I ask you to do me a favor in return?"



"Umm..." Silver Spoon looked uncertain. In her experience, money solved most all problems. Having to actually [i]do[i] something felt strange. But there was a small part of her that also thought it felt right. A gift should be something from the giver, not just bought by her parents. "I guess so. What do you want?"



"I would like you to make me a promise."



Silver thought she knew where this was going. "I suppose you want me to promise to be nice to your sister and her weird friends?"



This got a very unlady-like snort of laughter from Rarity. "Oh, dear me! While I do love my sister, I dare say she sometimes deserves what she gets."



Silver Spoon wasn't sure what to make of that. "But don't you care about her?"



"Oh, more than anything in the world!"



"But then..."



"Sisters are a lot like friends. We love each other dearly, but... well, sometimes we can't stand each other either. Good friends—and good sisters—learn to work around that. You can be friends with somepony without liking everything they do."



"Then what is it you want me to promise?"



"My little pony, I want you to promise to be yourself."



Silver quirked an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"



"I think you want to be a lot nicer than you are when you're around Diamond Tiara. It sounds to me like you wish you had more friends than just her."



"Umm, I guess I kind of do, but no pony wants to be friends with me."



"Are you so sure about that? Are you sure it's you they dislike? Or is it perhaps that they don't like who you're always with, or what you do when you're together?"



"You mean teasing and stuff?"



"Yes, precisely that. Is that really something you enjoy, or is it just something you do because Diamond is cajoling you into it?"



Silver hung her head.



"I thought so." Rarity reached down and lifted the filly's chin with a hoof. "But it doesn't have to be that way, and I think you already kind of know that."



Starting to sniffle again, Silver Spoon pleaded, "But what else can I do?"



With a kind smile, Rarity answered, "Anything you want. And if I might be so bold to suggest a place to start, perhaps just try being nice to some other foals for a change. You might be surprised how easy it is to make friends if you just put in a little effort."



"But... I'm not sure I know how."



Rarity smiled warmly, "it's as simple as that promise. Just be yourself. You can do that, can't you?"



"Maybe..."



"Can you promise me you'll try?"



Silver Spoon took a deep breath and let it out. "Okay, I promise."



"That's all I could ask. Now, you'd better hurry along. I'm sure you need to go get dressed before the dance!"



Looking at the clock, Silver Spoon realized she would have to hurry to make it on time, and darted for the door. She then paused right at the threshold and turned back. "Thank you, Miss Rarity."



The door slammed, and jingled again a moment later.



Rarity turned back toward the door, and found a sopping wet (but clean) Sweetie Belle, dripping water all over the foyer.



"Why in the world was Silver Spoon running off with Twilight's crown?"



"I gave it to her to replace Diamond Tiara's broken one. And it's not a crown, it's a tiara."



"You gave it to her?!" Sweetie Belle yelled. "But she's like, the worst!"



"Says the filly getting water all over my wood floor!"



"But that's—"



"Not an accident and you know it. You deliberately made sure to get as soaked as possible before coming back inside."



"I..." Sweetie trailed off.



Rarity just stared.



"I'm sorry, Sis."



"I know you are, and I also know you're going to mop it up."



Sweetie opened her mouth to respond, but thought better of it.



"But why the crown?"



Rarity moved to hug her sister, water and all. "I love you Sweetie, you know that, right?"



"Umm, yeah."



"But imagine if no one really loved you."



"Ooookay..."



"Now imagine that the one pony that even pretended to be your friend said they'd stop if you didn't replace some stupid little trinket."



"Riiight... But that was a real crown... err... tiara. That wasn't just a trinket."



"Compared to a filly's anguish at just the potential of absolute loneliness? Why Sweetie, compared to that, all the gold in Saddle Arabia wouldn't be even a glimmer on the cheapest costume bangle."



Sweetie Belle stood in silence for a moment, contemplating the heartfelt words from her sister, the only sound the drip drip of water on the floor.



"She's that lonely?"



Rarity nodded.



This time, it wasn't just water starting to drip from Sweetie's eyes. She leaned in and hugged her older sister. "Thank you for being such a great sister, and I'm sorry I'm so stubborn sometimes."



"I'm sorry too."



"I love you!" Sweetie said.



"I love you too," Rarity said, then pulled away, wiping her own eyes with her now-wet fetlocks. "Now go get the mop!"
      

      
   
      Lunnas Ache


      

      
      
         luna lamped through the nebulesence. Vandering credules cloated her. Aricking on moanlight, she surviewed the lands and lastes loomining allabouther. 



Luna was a lupcious creature. Radderbrags would have given a sixbit to tramble with her, yet lonely leaked from her herodiate hoofs as whistlebaums sockle from cloyds.  



Gettergotgettergot bouncingboringbracing.



Derudian dandles merode away. Platterplacings protrade wayslongly nearth. 



She was in dratters. Silivial soft rousings powdowned her neithers.



Obscenes plaquered the corridion echoes of her mouth. Lap. Loveylosey, have a floozy. Darling dangles by the beside.



Lap.  



Thraughts wended which way and the other. Lackuracy strofe her but a little. Shangles of loving bore her now. Darling bore her down till she was broken and holy.



Clitted and cracked, she rode the bedozing gray and brown cuddlumpus down.



Down.



Lap.



Down.



Tenumbrius in Luna est.



A cottage crossed the threshold. Manimals made the noisome roccus. Brekketing, kekketing, koaxing, wuallowing, and quaoullauhing. Flattershoes flew. The brunny angled hairs and flew alaughter the pregersi. A wisherwife was she. Lovadove.



Scrubbarub, scrubbarub. Bathematics. Duckytoy, boat, bigger boat, an alligator ate her. Dragging out the dragon until prominate prettywhispers ripple and apolypecks prosper. 



Forgoose the gabel grand. Spark and mark and appear in the trilight. Wawwail! Wawwail! Duckytoy dropped. Threehouse bilious with bees. A stung Trillingfight doters and moters about. Sbite raggles her mane sane. Chootaloo, moon you the morning, eh? It’s risco rango dango in the faster rafter. Up! Look. And rooking her eyes nodices.



Apoplexapology.



Ringerang. Hello? Calling collecting ploors. I said this was Disco. No, not Groping Oats. Hung up by the cord in the rafters. 



(Klikka-klakka-klaska-klopatz-klatscha-batta-creppy-crotty-graddagh-semmih-sammih-nouith-appluddy-appladdy-pkonpkot.)



The moon shoren on the sloy tove. Brillig borogroves grew near the breech, scittering in the grassy sands. Broceans broke when the waves washed near. Laggadagger groads hip-hopped abrung those whestles.



Agags and jobeous lubrick brattled before their ottenholes. Did you hear their kladderclacks? Even amour them tombrian talk cannot comprencate for our rudaments. That we could ten again for a chinigin. Broxom Broths fladdle over the creeditrees. Blazarus, Blazarus! Lepon blasfamous. Ordale, mrake the authorian preed. Blace afore my baggers blidding. 



When we wronnm doueaway the dodian brastings. Haddigian odydosus in our frontpronty. Hilisthelod. Hilisthemarn. Hreristheply that the suoo rided over. Lack. Lick. Limp. Rest. Roosting. Broosting. Filmig a marked art exposé.



If I’d told you that the finderie padded raising I boked blatting boss. Suprated and sanateted before the laticed roads. Fleece the golden Celery. Cellar. Radaranting mig-pladicoat. Have you been abrungst the herbadastery? The rambon hombrou credon afresh. Lighteright brighteroot. Wern amnst the Romlawns, do as the raddish do—



Prace. Grace our fondrial brood. Peg. Drads Fnd the warson worse. Achalay! Ackalay! racheroosy do. Songerous glosses fromenamay brisung. 



Riverabbits root in the tracetrees. Wgires. Ameramerucus— Atta— Allattle—



Briscus bottbots friadrirgle. Seranalriay to sta farsee ecclesable. tatt att ollalat oadid andacame A ttle beg One and near and one and none but come—



Luna worshed uap near lillosts. 



Lashing her mirclemane, a risigeration of nocturnius jzest penetrated her. Meromiate dazzle hanged in sturdy coughin’. Brittle mortal made awake. Slacking likely long aslape. Brackenow, the myrimazing fell afloor. Mortal fell afloor. 



Belebe!



Will the moon fall afloor? but Luna laves a longish life. Thus and here holds my love. No other can contespeare. 



-.-. .... .- --- ...



So?



> enter



use ________;

use ______;

use ____::____ --/-------/;



# FEB012015 24;00;01




> man discord



NAME

	discord - an interface to the spirit of chaos



SYNOPSIS

discord [-C fun] [-d] [-D] [--sanity[=sanity]] [-m system[,...]] [-M path] [-S] list] [-e extension] [-i|-I] [--wild]



discord -k [apropos]



discord -f [whatis]



discord [-?V]



DESCRIPTION 

discord is the world’s chaotic creator. Each fun argument given to discord is normally the name of a lineup or use or extreme function. The manyfarces conductive to such a fun is thus displied. A system—provided we’re at such a system—shall direction em to look alast that system on the first. The default action is to section and search of every available system until the found that the fun can be accomplished. Following are post-defined ordinations: 1 and L, 8, 3, 2, 3forks, 3am, 3productive-erratic-rubbish-listings, 5, 4, 9, 6, 7 and these by the default, but not on debt, unless overridden by seductions; see: /etc/heart.config. If fun exists in several systems, the first found is first fraduced. 



The table below shows the system numbers followed by the types of fun they contain.



1 Excusable

2 Celestia phone

3 Twilight phone

4 Special fun

5 Formats and fondue 

6 Games

7 Miscellaneous (including macro and micro mischievous)  

8 Systemic adrimmistr (usually only for yellow tree roots)

9 Popcorn [Non standard]



The following conventions apply to synapsis and can be used as a guide in other sorts.



bold text - important.

italic text - also important.

[-abc] - bracketed arguments optional.

-fie|-foe|-fum - options deliminated by | cannot be usaged altogether.



Exact rendering may vary depending on the output device. For instance, disco will eventually commence music whether or not able to render fun when running, and will atypically use coulored text instead.



The command for fun illustration is a pattern that should match all possible innovations. In some cases it is advisable to illustrate several exclusive invocations as is shown in the SOUP section.



ENVIRONS

	the commodius vicus

	recalcitrant and tracking

	houth riverrived asore

	grodite by while afire

	tumptytum humself prim

	what clash elms leap so



SEE LASSOS - https://www.google.com/search?q=lasso



HISTORY

1983, 1984 - Originally written by Grace B. Eating (gce@uef.edu).



Dec  23  1992: Good Faith (faith@cs.ulp.edu) applied fun fixes.



30th April 1994 - 23rd February 2000: Wolf. (wolfman@uparis.pr)  has  been developing and maintaining this package with the help of a few dedicated people.



30th October 1996 - 30th March 2001: Fabrolacco <lacco@dubious.org> maintained and enhanced this package for the dubious projects, with the help of all the community.



31st March 2001 - present day: Colt Waters <cwaters@dubious.org> is now developing and maintaining disco-db.




> exit



No command ‘exit’ found, did you mean:

  Command ‘stay a while’ from package ‘i love you’ (<3)

exit: command not found



> no quit please



fink if usey so



—S



... --- ...



Lunas freet lambded on the iand schorses. Three bellystains loystered along the rain.



Wit: Johann! Johann! Stickawhile with us.



Hum: Ellybutts, morster. We can’t hurve a murdical like that. Doesn’t even horde his broses. 



Pal: Hordihands and stuck your mieserters ap that fat! 



Wit: Novado, nancantoo. Lipsidaisical like a rubidoes. 



Pal: My hands.



Wit: Has he!



Hum: So seems.



Wit: Drummdiddy, what sawys you?



Hum: Seems so, said me. 



Pal: Doodabiddle just a cockreel spinish brisket! 



Wit: He says so seems, tho.



As every young and earth-wise learns by roterboat, that a priddy widdow is bester than a friendly ghoti. Upon closer consternation comes the clerical view that our misermatters are all frast. 



Strike that matter at every edge. 



Constructerterich a bade horse. I’ll wring him— I’ll ring her— I’ll wander on the line.



The book of the etymology of Discord, son of Dis, the son of Cor: 



Ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος, καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν πρὸς τὸν χάος, καὶ διχόνοια ἦν ὁ λόγος.




or 



In principio erat Verbum, et Verbum erat apud Chaos, et Discordia erat Verbum.




or, in the vulgar tongue:



Thus was Discors.



With waltering steps she strove. Noting the doting diddadils but a hitthe, she shanshrank underbouts. In imprignorance knitting knowledge she searched for that nameform that so whetted her wits so drover to sweet sensations of desiring. Do not ask of why. Why we know and why we care. Cordililions will wilt and grow, sprout and die. But we will not noe wy, not until the Phall. 



An unumbrious precense merode along. Though its exactness is indaffatigability... but that, the dark and brooding cratre came among. Don't let it lyck you. That's a shurnes of forms. So the melodioum ruvidum atimes the tintick clock. And my merrowwing fellover in a huff. Brotherstub. Vendervoos credled the betenger. There was nauffee we could dore. And thus in ritch fisshin we laft the rast for leter. Good broy, he. Not a liking that he couldn't roof.



Berawak! Ellay, ther's not a forsight to be sensed. Driven closing to her ridious apperiance bredoor. Plesafur. Fledafor. Rimming a rangin fillus. 



Filling the frame with a force of lurv and for. What else to do but that and another, thogh. Therht's where the standermatch is listening. I went now aclose. 



All quail the Heen!



Glousing with light, ruckous barking down my love for all to all but weep once more. Crycyng pain and sorries death und sandness quiet end night. His lonely pacing across these dreams, and always his harshest touch I can’t abhor. Cowrin little bestie, red as you picked new and fresh atop my heart, here’s your demme.



Wert does we do in a dronkon folly. Wert did we does on a dasterd filling. There’s a pieceocake. Traper in the back. Telper in the rack. Rumblin murder herder lodoo. 



Wert does we do in a dronken goaty. Wert did we does on a dasterd catty. Hraha. What der we do? tkim totheshed. tkim totheshed. Brimbles in his bread. Spriken up his head. 



Shoolawoop. sholawoop. holawoop. holawoo. holawo. holaw. hola.



Bumblin mumblin grumblin stumlin jumblin woobydo. 



Al the tears are hers to yus. Padding pasting murky tasty. Denstip illerlin the marn. Ven the villy rums through town, put on yer dressngown. Wings taught as timbers, eybe. Skin hot as cinders, maybe. Roots in the marn. W’re rats in the moor.  



Hall sone notes, Hell Sun founds, Holsinsy, that erriday brings me wings near. Waitil i bore my bones out around the fallick leave, jus causehecahn. Willy see? Willy findnholdme.



a ah ah 



ahmy,



o oh oh



onme,   



ai! ai! ai!



Luderbrackrackinme.



Screamerhollerbotherme.



Hellupa, hallahey.



Breathering filled her lungs awaft. Nothing sweeter in the world. And in the succor coursing in the air, not a lot was stirring. A smooth mentality enfolded the roll. The last of her cries came down. 



did what i could; ya, but not tomuch. The last, content. You be good. C U tomarrow. I love you. Wait a minute va bene. Aspun momento. Clasp me. How am I? I understood nothing less. 



Pardon, and pardon. I did not do it on purpus. 



No straw. Do not die as I. That tastes nice. Thank you. What a beautiful place. I just wish I had time for one more sleep now. 



We gottabadfire! Get out. Burning up...



So here it is!



Good morning. Dastered... don’t ask her to help me. It’s not real. I’m confused. Where is my clock? One last drink, please. Do you hear the rain? Do you hear the rain?



Suppose, suppose. Just wondering. Work is done. Why wait? It’s beautiful out there. 



I love you all.



Surries to trouble the chase; I known’t hwyu gotalong so fast wurth the triffick. Thinking the kind testament daring my captivation. I ask great except me with mercy. Lease leave it.



Mehrn Lichtsmehr.



If it must be so. Hurry, Gewesen. Rest a short time will do me good.



Enough aready! I’ve said all that I’ve to sey. Goodbye. Lorft the shower. Downfall. This is the fight of day and night. I see black light. Vertimot! We’ll understand etchother. 



Goodnight, my kittney.



Ich sterbe.



Dont dote dot.



This, this will hurt someone. Donut—



p. p.







Luna opened her eyes and blinked against the wall of soft brown fur in front of her. Discord breathed slightly and laughed, a gentle chuckle that touched her ears and made her blush. 



“Was I on your mind again?” he said, fluffy tufts from his sly tail flicking at her from behind.



“Rather just the opposite,” she admitted, snuggling closer to the downy fur that filled her nose with a smell like chocolate freshly stolen from a lover’s lips.



“I enjoy it,” he said, smiling. “And welcome your delubious exploitations.”  



She cringed, but it was a kind cringe.



“Don’t stop.”



“I—” She rubbed her nose across his chest, trying to warm it a bit against the morning chill. “I won’t.”
      

      
   
      Is That The Time?


      

      
      
         "Don't worry, Princess, I'll fix this – no need to use the elements – I just need a little more time!" Discord couldn't help but laugh at his own joke, forgetting temporarily the imminent danger of incarceration as he clicked his fingers to produce an array of colorful stopwatches, which promptly fell to the ground around him and broke into metal pieces on the floor.



Twilight stared at him in total confusion.



"I… what?"



It had been, until a few seconds ago, a perfectly ordinary evening in Ponyville. Luna's moon glowed through the window of the castle as Twilight began to head upstairs to get ready for bed. She had been planning to end the day with a little bedtime reading and possibly a mug of warm cocoa, if Spike wasn't too busy to make one.



Discord's unexpected appearance brought with it a definite sense that something was wrong. Very wrong.



"Ah! Twilight! The very pony I've been trying to avoid – by which I mean, bump into. It's Thursday evening, is it?" Discord asked, examining a series of complex calculations on a long scroll he'd just conjured into his mismatched hands.



"Discord, what are you talking about?" Twilight asked, frowning. "Of course it's Thursday evening."



"Ah, so I'm back at the beginning of this little conundrum… I see. Well, Twilight, I'm in a spot of bother: I am currently evading capture by a raving alicorn who is intent on turning my sorry draconequus hide into solid stone. All the result of a misunderstanding, of course. I believe your excellent negotiation skills could easily result in a gracious pardon for team Discord!"



Twilight found herself dressed in a mascot costume crudely resembling the draconequus she was talking to. Rolling her eyes, she responded.



"If Celestia has an issue with your behavior, I'm sure there's a reasonable justification behind it," she pointed out.



"Oh, it's not Celestia who's on my tail," Discord assured her with a grin. A tiny Celestia doll appeared on the end of his dragon tail.



"Is it Luna, then? Cadance?" Twilight grew increasingly confused.



"Nope." The Celestia doll became Luna, then Cadance, then a question mark.



"Well who the hay else could it be?" Twilight cried out in frustration.



Her eyes widened as a tiny alicorn doll of herself appeared in the question mark's place.



"I'm out of my depth, to tell the truth," he admitted. "Maybe you should come outside and take a look!"







The sun shone brightly as the pair left the castle as if it were daytime, but on the ground some areas remained in darkness. Oddly enough, some of the leaves on the trees were brown as if it were fall, while other leaves hung in mid air with no branches to support them. Squinting towards the town square in Ponyville, Twilight could just make out a vast array of figures, seemingly gathered for an important event.



"I think we'd best avoid going there for now," Discord whispered suddenly in her ear.



"What in Celestia's name is going on? What have you done?" Twilight asked in horror.



"It's a long story. Although if we're quick enough, or possibly slow enough, we might be able to watch the beginning again."



Discord teleported himself and Twilight to just outside Fluttershy's cottage. It was early evening once again, and they were stood in the bushes beneath the window.



"What- mmrgrmph!"



Twilight was interrupted in her questioning by a zip which had abruptly forced her mouth closed.



"Pay attention, princess," Discord whispered, pointing into the cottage.



Twilight's eyes bulged wide at what she saw.



Inside, Discord was sat with Fluttershy. The two were having a tea party, with cucumber sandwiches and what looked like cups of tea. Angel was sulking in the corner, as was his habit when Discord came for a visit, and Fluttershy was wearing a butterfly necklace that seemed be a gift from her guest. Twilight could just about hear their conversation, though she couldn't wrap her head around the fact that the same draconequus was sat with her in the bushes and talking to Fluttershy in the cottage. Moving as quietly as she could without rustling the bushes, Twilight unzipped her mouth.



"How are you here and there at the same time?" she whispered. "And don't zip my mouth up again!"



Discord, who had been raising his hand, dropped it again disappointedly.



"...I wish we could have more time together." Fluttershy's voice drifted out of the open window. "But I have to go visit Sir Nutsy Squirrelkins, and he gets ever so upset when I'm late!"



Twilight and the Discord sat in the bushes looked up to focus on the conversation.



"If only, Fluttershy, my dear! It seems cruel Father Time is determined to separate us." The other Discord clicked his fingers and grew a large, grey beard. An hourglass appeared in his hands, and Fluttershy giggled a little at his comical appearance. Discord himself, watching from a distance, couldn't help but grin. Twilight cringed.



"Hmm… what if I was to create extra time?" the other Discord asked his pegasus friend.



Fluttershy tilted her head in confusion.



"Extra time?" she repeated.



"Or better still, dispense of time altogether! Old Father Time has had his day. I think it's about time he closed for business, don't you agree my dear?"



"I-I'm not so sure," Fluttershy stuttered. "It seems like a bad idea…"



"It would make things much easier for everypony, I'm sure: no more waiting for crops to grow, no more arriving late to parties… the possibilities are infinite!"



"I think you should speak to Twilight about it," Fluttershy told Discord firmly.



"Twilight Shmilight, let's give it a shot." He clicked his fingers at the same time as the Discord sat with Twilight in the bushes. Blinking, she found herself sat back in the castle in the early light of morning.



"Of all the stupid things you've done, Discord, this is the stupidest!" Twilight yelled. "What will Celestia say when she realizes time has been destroyed?!"



"I'll admit it was an error of judgement," Discord responded, "but all is not lost quite yet. You see, I failed. I didn't completely destroy it – it seems old Father Time has beaten me on this occasion – but I did manage to thoroughly jumble it. Also, I don't think the effects have spread beyond Ponyville, so you don't have to worry about Tia's wrath. All we need to do now is fix it and Ponyville will return to its boring – I mean, peaceful – existence."



"Okay, so how do we fix it?" Twilight asked cautiously.



"Ah. Well, that's the problem. I'm not entirely sure, to tell the truth."



"How can you not be sure?" Panicking, Twilight ran to the castle library, with a slightly amused-looking Discord following suit. "There must be a book here somewhere on how to deal with time disruption."



"Oh, and one more thing," Discord added.



"What?" Twilight asked exasperatedly, as she desperately rummaged through the books.



"There may just be a slightly deranged alternate future Twilight Sparkle on the rampage… Nothing you can't deal with, I'm sure."



Twilight hesitated for a second, then went back to work. For now, the time malfunctions would have to be her priority.



The sooner this mess was sorted, the better.








Fluttershy watched in horror from the edge of Ponyville town square at the events unfolding before her. The pony citizens were gathered to witness what seemed to be the incarceration of Discord by the six element bearers – only she couldn't understand how they were apprehending him without her assistance, or why. Attempting to fly up into the air for a better view, and squinting over the crowd, she stared on in disbelief as a rainbow rose up into the air and crashed down onto her draconequus friend, who began to change state to solid stone.



Tears sprung up into Fluttershy's eyes and she started running back to her cottage, her mind full of confusion. She noticed that the further she moved the darker the day seemed to become. When she arrived it was early evening.



At which point she stopped dead in her tracks.



Discord and Twilight were sat in the bushes under her window.



Fluttershy struggled to formulate a coherent response, managing only a squeak of shock. Twilight didn't notice – her eyes were transfixed on something in the cottage – but Discord responded, his eyes glancing over to where Fluttershy stood. Comprehension dawned and he drew a finger up to his lips. A letter appeared in front of her daubed with a multicolored message.



Go to the castle.




He looked away again and Fluttershy simply stood on the spot. After a few seconds she glanced back at the letter. She heard Discord's voice in her mind and decided, against her better judgement, to follow his instructions.







"Discord!" Fluttershy cried in relief when she reached the castle, pulling her friend into a hug.



Twilight, stood behind him, raised her eyebrows.



"I thought you'd been turned to stone," Fluttershy confessed.



"And why would you think that?" Discord asked with amusement, clicking his fingers and turning his feet into solid blocks of rock.



"I-I… I just saw it happen," she replied tearfully.



"Wait, what?" Twilight interjected.



"Ah. That doesn't bode well. Better start preparing for centuries of boredom." Discord began bouncing a ball off the wall and back.



"I don't understand… So did Fluttershy see the future? Something that hasn't happened yet? Or an alternate timeline? None of this makes any sense!" Twilight cried in frustration, grinding her teeth.



Spike, wandering into the room with a freshly-made breakfast of waffles, groaned.



"My head aches. I'm sure I've made this same meal for twenty different Twilights."



"I'm sure this will all be fine," Fluttershy soothed. "Discord can fix it, and then we'll all go back to normal." She glanced up at her draconequus friend proudly, who responded with a sheepish grin.



"Yes, well, ah, we're working on it," he muttered.



The room seemed to be growing darker, as if night was falling. The wind outside was whistling loudly, and what seemed to be flakes of snow were building up on one of the windows.



"Aha!" Twilight cried, flicking open the book in front of her. "I think I have an idea."







"Discord, are you ready?"



"I think so. How can I make myself as credible as possible, so that my past self will believe my grievous warning?" the draconequus wondered aloud, before clicking his fingers and creating a ridiculous outfit ensemble of a monocle, clown shoes and lime green dungarees.



"Much better," he commented with amusement.



Twilight rolled her eyes.



"So, let's run over this one more time. I'll cast this spell to send you back in time to before any of this mess started. I'm not sure whether it will work, what with all of the time distortion you caused, but if it does – and I'm really hoping it does – then you can convince your past self that when he goes to see Fluttershy he should not under any circumstances decide to mess with time. All clear?"



Discord nodded, and his monocle fell off.



"Ok. Everypony quiet while I concentrate," Twilight ordered.



Fluttershy and Discord fell silent. Spike, who had just entered the room with a tray of breakfast waffles, scratched his head in confusion. The quiet atmosphere in the room began to be disturbed as Discord became increasingly aware of the sounds of footsteps approaching the castle.



"Don't suppose you could speed up the spell?" Discord whispered. "I have a feeling there's an angry mob coming our way."



The sounds became louder.



"I'm trying," Twilight muttered.



"Oh no! What if they try and turn Discord to stone?" Fluttershy gasped, glancing fearfully towards the door.



"I don't know why they're so angry anyway. I only injected a little fun into their lives," Discord commented, drumming his fingers on the floor.



The door crashed open and Twilight entered, along with Fluttershy and the other element bearers. The two blanched at the sight of themselves and halted temporarily, but upon spotting Discord the other Twilight stepped forward.



"I'm sorry, Discord, but enough's enough! The people of Ponyville have spoken, and we have no choice but to use the elements."



"The people of Ponyville?" Fluttershy repeated. "But it was all a misunderstanding, and he's trying his best to fix it! You just need to give him a chance."



The other Fluttershy glanced hopefully at the other Twilight.



"I'm sorry, Fluttershy. But such acts of disobedience cannot be ignored. Discord must be stopped like the monster he is!" Her voice grew to an enraged cry.



"I warned you she was crazy," Discord said with a yawn.



"For Celestia!" the deranged Twilight cried.



A huge purple flash engulfed the room.







Discord opened his eyes and found himself in Ponyville. It was early evening, with the sun beginning to set and the birds singing their final tunes for the day. Nothing seemed out of place.



"Huh. Good job with the spell, Princess," Discord complimented.



After a minute or two he spotted himself walking towards Fluttershy's cottage.



"Time to solve all this."



Laughing to himself, he stepped forward.








"Thanks for the help! It's great to be a free man again."



Twilight jumped and stared up in confusion.



"I… what?"



It had been, until a few seconds ago, a perfectly ordinary evening in Ponyville. Luna's moon glowed through the window of the castle as Twilight began to head upstairs to get ready for bed. She was planning to end the day with a little bedtime reading and possibly a mug of warm cocoa, though she hadn't been prepared for an unexpected visit from Discord.



"You know, after everything that happened, I was thinking. All the time mumbo jumbo was a real bonding experience. We could be good friends, you and I…"



Twilight stared at him blankly.



"…If we only spent more time together!"



Laughing at his own joke, Discord teleported away with a flash.



Twilight stood on the spot, frozen.



After a long pause she sighed, shrugged and headed to bed.
      

      
   
      Apple Cobbler and Stephen Davis Enjoy an Ordinary Friday Night


      

      
      
         	Every day when the Sun went to drink in the Everfree air and the stars dripped into the sky, sparkling like cider on a black bar counter, Apple Cobbler would wrap her dish rag around her orange hoof and scrub the patio tables to obsidian. When the last pie shelf shone crumbless (and the last forlorn hay fry had been sneakily shoved into her mouth), she would glance out the window - a cursory glance, no more than a casual grazing of the eyes - and just catch evening's last oranges bathing Ponyville's distant orchards. She'd lean against the bar, teeth on her humble apple mug's handle, and wait for the Darkness.



	Some days it came early. Some days it skipped the distant hamlet and went to graces more refined places - Canterlot, the Crystal Empire. She herself had seen it haunting Rainbow Falls just after the Equestria Games. No matter where or when it came, though, it always looked the same: a huge black square devouring the air, foreign letters flashing by in strange groups like erratic white birds, and an eerie, melodic sound echoing for miles and miles. She could hear it now, though the forest trees garbled it to a low hum.



	The ponies of Ponyville? They never mentioned it. Apple Cobbler had brought it up to a wayward workhorse who came by her cafe one evening, one Rivet she'd met once before at the Games. 

	"Say Rivet?" she'd inquired, "You ever get tired of that music playing every day?"

	He'd quirked an eyebrow at her, looking up from his Sweet Apple Soda and apple cobbler with a silly little smile and said,

	"Ms. Cobbler, I have no idea what you're talking about. Ponyville nights are as quiet as that Fluttershy your cousin hangs around."

	But Apple Cobbler was a stubborn mare like her apple-bucking cousin, and so she kept on buckin'.

	"I can hear that racket from three miles away, don't play me. You keep your work headphones on all night?"

	"Sure do. You ought to too, living so close to the woods here."

	"What about the dark? Ain't it dark when the danged thing floats over town like that?"

	"Are you talking about Rainbow Dash now, because if that's what you mean then yeah - hooo - she's more than enough to blast the ear drums and close your eyes."

	"I ain't talkin' about Rainbow, I'm talking about the giant black thing flying around at suppertime. Just yesterday, too - whole town looked darker than midnight."

	Rivet adjusted his cap (light grey, like his work cap), seeming a bit concerned for her well-being, then replied,

	"No, not a bit darker yesterday. Probably the brightest summer's day I've seen for a long while. Jim Beam nearly walked off the roof thanks to the reflections off of that darned crystal tree we've got now."







	And so that was that. Apple Cobbler figured that if Rivet couldn't bridge the disconnect between the odd ponies of Ponyville and their dark geometry, no other pony would. A frantic letter to Applejack and old Granny Smith when the first Darkness appeared, a meeting with the mayor, some secret bakers' meetings (for even if you do not know the muffin mare, the muffin mare knows you)... All had brought her little more than wherever the Elements of Harmony went, the Darkness was sure to follow. 



	Every day she'd just shrug at the window, stick her sponge to her hoof, and struggle with the crusty pie tins and burnt baking sheets rather than the vagaries of Ponyville life. She had, after all, chosen to avoid it. Baked-on apples worried her more than her cousin's existential issues did most days, but on this particular day she would be made to worry just a bushel's worth more. Because two minutes past the point she began scrubbing her favorite dessert pot, a strange brown stallion with an hourglass cutie mark strolled through the bar's non-existent door frame (she preferred curtains, and it was too hot for those that night); he attracted attention despite his decidedly non-descript aesthetic, as if the air around him were just slightly off. 

	"Excuse me, ma'am," he called, with an accent Apple Cobbler didn't recognize, "Might you have the date?"

	A reasonable question - she lost track of time herself. 

	"Twelfth," she answered, and when he seemed as if he were going to ask again, added, "Twelfth of Celeste."

	About this time the stallion caught Ponyville's reflection in the glass and near gasped. He grew rigid and stressed in the subtle way only a bartender could notice, but maintained a level voice as he asked,

	"And the year?"

	He didn't take his eyes off of the black rectangle once he'd spotted it, just looked on ahead with a bewildered look and a deep, deep fear in his eyes that Apple Cobbler couldn't place. She set the half-cleaned pot down in the sink and watched him a moment before saying to him,

"If you mean that -" she jerked her head towards the looming Darkness " - then it may as well be any day on any year, stranger." It clicked. A friend, or family. That was it. He thought he'd lost them in one of those freak Ponyville accidents, no doubt - and searching his eyes she had no doubt this stallion had lost before. Her voice softened a bit as she added, "If you're concerned about a friend of yours over there, let me tell you they're in no danger, none at all. Happens every day and no one's the wiser. Got a cousin in Ponyville myself, and she's been alright these past few years."



	She'd expected the stallion to relax, loosen his shoulders up, maybe take a chair and sneak a quick-hidden sigh behind a cool cider, like most normal ponies would. Instead he started, stumbled, sputtered, and cried,

	"That's absolutely impossible! Impossible - I was just there not - not" - one, two, four, one on his hooves -  "Not one day ago, had been there for three weeks I had, and no" - here he began making odd hoof movements and fumbling his words - "No huge... blinky, rectangle... thing (!) ate up the town! Not a single one, no. I think I'd notice that!" He paused. "What time is it?"

	A strange stallion - but he'd already said he'd been to Ponyville, so the "normal" train had already chugged by express. Apple Cobbler shrugged, leaning out of the kitchen window casually.

	"'Bout closing time."

	The stallion paused again, then waved his hoof vaguely in the air, "Right, fair enough. And that thing over there? You seem to know a bit about it. What is it, exactly?"

It was almost hilarious how urgently the stallion was speaking about an occurrence Apple Cobbler had come to see as ordinary. Like a filly suiting up in armor to chase rainbows. Apple Cobbler shrugged again.

	"Closing time too, I suppose."




	Pinkamena Diane Pie had many jobs. Number one party planner, super duper best friend cheerer-upper, cake batter taster, annual winter ice skater, her actual job at Sugar Cube Corner - and closing. Every day. She had to close It ever since the day she broke It.



	It was sort of like a rubber band - hard to pull, not very tasty, and It would snap back once you let go of It. Unlike rubber bands, It sang, only lasted a few minutes before It disappeared, and if you stepped through It, there was a strange peach-looking thing with a beard there. Pinkie called him Jeffrey. Pinkie Pie didn't visit Jeffrey all too often, since holding It open for more than a few seconds took some serious upper body strength and boy did she love eating nothing but cupcakes some days. But still, it was enough knowing that Jeffrey was there, and that if she didn't take the time to close It the huge licorice block over Ponyville would keep on being there and Jeffrey would be sad.



	She'd only just closed up the silly old bit of licorice one midsummer evening, and had settled down for a hot cup of cocoa with rainbow marshmallows when she heard a knock, knock, knock at the door. She figured it must have been for her; the store had closed down half an hour ago, and the Cakes were, well... Parents. They didn't have friends. By the time Mr. Cake had drifted up from the living room, Pinkie Pie was fluffy-haired, down the stairs, and talking through the half-unlatched door.



	"Hi there! Welcome to Sugar Cube Corner - well not right now, it's closed - so welcome to the Cakes and Pinkie's house! Can I get you some cocoa or some cupcakes or some sweet rolls or - oh come right in Time Turner! And - " Pinkie gasped and wrapped a dazed Apple Cobbler in a monster hug, "Apple Cobbler! I haven't seen you in ages! I'm so, so sorry I couldn't make it to the last baker's meeting; Applejack and I went on this long, super-duper cool road trip to find out if we were cousins - Auntie Applesauce is doing fantastic by the way, and so are her cats -"



	Mr. Cake smiled and ushered the two guests in quietly as Pinkie Pie went on and on. The door closed behind Time Turner with a click, and all at once Pinkie Pie was buzzing all over the kitchen.

	"But anyway since then I've been trying to make some apple-tastic treats and you really need to try them, Apple Cobbler, because I know they're yummlicious but I don't know if they're apple-licious enough and Applejack's been too busy with the farm this week to drop by." 

	Apple Cobbler was looking more Granny Smith by the moment.

	"No thanks, Pinkie. I - I had something to eat a while ago. Celestia's round - augh, Time Turner, what is that danged thing?"

	"Time Turner, you too - unless you want ginger ale like last time?"

	"Ginger ale for the mare and myself, yes please and thank you Pinkie Pie." Time Turner rushed forward to steady Apple Cobbler as she nearly wobbled to the floor. "She's called a TARDIS, and you'll feel better with the ginger ale. Works miracles - cures everything as long as you're a thousand feet in the air, and right now your body thinks you are. Just trust me on this one."



	When a few minutes had passed and the three were all situated around a round table that smelled of donuts and ginger ale, Pinkie Pie piped up,

	"So did you two just come to say hi or is there some super secret- " Pinkie caught herself and sunk to a stage whisper, which she seemed to think was a real one, "Some super secret mission stuff going on?"

	Apple Cobbler was slumped over and drowning in ginger ale, so Time Turner put his hoof on the table and explained.

	"Pinkie Pie, I don't want to alarm you, but there have been some strange things going on in Ponyville - at least since I've been gone, probably for..." The whole lot of them, Apple Cobbler reflected, seemed to think this was a drama. Or maybe she had a headache on top of the time-space whiplash nausea. "Several years. Not a single soul here seems to notice it, but every day something floats above this town - and not just this town but... Wherever you and your friends go." Pause for dramatic effect, and...

	"Oh yeah!" Pinkie Pie chimed, "The big licorice sing-y block, yeah, I know. You don't have to worry about that silly thing!" She took a huge gulp of her hot cocoa and grinned, "Jeffrey's got It covered."

	"I know this is probably all quite distressing, but Ms. Cobbler and I are here to find the root of the issue and fix it so you and all of your friends can sleep in peace - what?"

"The guy behind the licorice block. He makes sure it only lasts a few minutes, and then I close it and poof!" Pinkie mimicked a director's mustache, "End scene! Done for the day!"

	"What?" Time Turner repeated.

	"What?" Apple Cobbler mumbled, having found the energy to sit up despite the weight of the Time Vortex crushing her entire everything.

	"What?" Pinkie Pie mimed cheerfully. She licked the marshmallow-and-chocolate foam off of her lips, swishing her tail behind her on the chair. When the rest of the table remained silent for more than a few seconds, she confessed,

	"I'm not really supposed to tell any one about It because it'd affect how ponies act, y'know, but you guys are background ponies and I've been waiting for a looooooonnng time to tell someone about it."

	Apple Cobbler shook her head and spoke up after a few more seconds,

	"Actually, Pinkie, that's just what the last 'baking session' was about. I wanted to know just what that Darkness above Ponyville was, but none of the ponies there knew what in tarnation I was talking about." Her mouth finally felt like it as back on her muzzle, so she continued, "I can see and hear the thing from my cafe over yonder, and this fellow dragged me out here in his weird unicorn box to follow the last lead I had."

	"Excuse me," Time Turner sniffed indignantly, "First of all, she is a TARDIS and deserves respect. Secondly, you entirely agreed to help me and I could have found the one pastry-shaped house in town quite easily myself."

	Apple Cobbler gave Pinkie a look, "The poor bat didn't know what year it was. I figured he might need a little help in a few ways."

	"It was a perfectly valid question!"

	"A good neighbor always helps a stallion who can't tell a left from a right."

	"I believe your exact words were, 'Buck it, I don't have anything better to do on a Friday night.'"

	Pinkie Pie watched the two go back and forth as she lapped up the rainbow marshmallows like they were brew. She didn't know how Mr. Turner did it, but he always seemed to make lady friends very quickly. Apple Cobbler finally turned back to her making the same scrunchy face Applejack made when she was frustrated.

	"So what this paranoid little stallion here wants to know is how to get into the Darkness or whatever it is and stop it. Never mind that it's entirely harmless - "

	"You don't know that."

	" - And a neat distraction from my work besides."

	"The squares could be waiting, planning and before you know it every pony," Time Turner shuddered and whispered, "Every pony in Ponyville, or in all of Equestria, could disappear."

	Well that was rather silly, Pinkie Pie thought, and she said so between sips of chocolate.

	"Jeffrey's a pretty nice guy, so I don't think he'd do that - and I handle shutting It down every day anyway so even if he fell asleep or something... Hey!" Pinkie Pie's eyes glowed like cotton candy swirls - two of her friends meeting another of her friends, especially a very special friend who didn't get to meet her friends ever. "Perfect! I could show you guys Jeffrey, and you can ask him yourselves! I don't think he'd mind."

	The time traveler and the apple cafe owner looked at each other. Apple Cobbler shrugged.

	"Yeehaw?"

	Time Turner nodded.

	"Allons-y."

	Pinkie Pie power slammed her empty mug on the table, setting all to shaking like a sugar rush.

	"Pinkie Pie!"

	"So what'll we need?"




	Stephen Davis didn't spend every day of his life surrounded by candy-colored equines; some days he spent surrounded by more modestly colored equines, like Derpy Hooves or Unnamed Earth Stallion #2. Each day, corporate casual. Cream or black suit - suave as the chief content officer and executive producer of Hasbro's biggest moolah mare should wear; a tight belt; pressed khakis; salt-and-pepper, slightly scruffy hair (for the "mane" man, as it were); and the ever-pressing, well-loved issue of which pony t-shirt to wear. It was always a pony t-shirt. He didn't have any other shirts, and he had a shirt for every pony the crew had ever designed. Today he felt fruity, but not too fruity - the sort of fruity where you don't exactly want fruit, per say, but something that tastes like fruit and something else, too. Apple Cobbler it was.



	The drive to work was uneventful, what with the Pawtucket traffic signals still working and cars and drivers still being driven and driving as usual. The sky was a blue color, as the atmosphere and position of the Sun would typically make it. His parking spot hadn't been destroyed in some freak alternate universe related incident, and his parking brakes worked splendidly. The weather was mild for summer, but only just; variations of a few degrees during the month were fairly typical. He had no trouble getting into the elevator, no trouble during the elevator ride (including, but not limited to, surprise Gak attacks, fellow riders attempting to extract gold from their extremities, and/or barely-detectable yet unpleasant smells), and no trouble stepping into the coffee-perfumed hall on the twenty-seventh floor. He strolled past the Grape Escape and Pictionary cubicles, past the temporarily-combined Ouija-Hamtaro crew (they were trying to bring the franchise back from the dead), and past the eternally-sweaty-and-screaming Bop It team to finally reach the dark-lit room that friendship flourished in. He closed the door gently behind him, catching the sign that read "Please Do Not Feed the Animators" before it could slam against the wood.



	Computer screens blazed in every corner of the room, each and every of them lit with wide cartoon horse eyes or shiny cartoon horse plot. The animators and layout artists laid sprawled out across the floor, their chairs forgotten in exchange for concrete's blessed support for their untimely hunched backs. Stephen Davis chuckled lightly and petted an intern's head before settling down in front of his own computer to check the progress of the next season finale. Product placement? Check. The girls would love their new alicorn satyr overlords. Explosions? Check. The boys would love their... BOOM! 



	Had he heard something? A small explosion or implosion? No? Probably just the interns. Shinier butt tattoos for the horses. Check.



	"See, it just took a little patience and a HUGE crane to get it to work!" A cheery voice tinned at ten percent volume from one of the computers near the back of the room. Stephen Davis figured it must have been a cat or something. Sunset Shimmer returning to Equestria. Check.



	"Pinkie, are you certain that your crane is licensed to hold open two dimensions?"

	"Nope, I've never tried it before!"



	One of the interns stirred, a younger man who preferred pink to parties, drinks to late-night drudgery, and the floor to his city flat in New York. He had the good sense to sleep under his computer, and so the voices emanating from it were painfully clear in his hung-over ears. Stephen Davis continued down the list. More Derpy. Check.



	"Is this the man you were talking about? Jeffrey?"

	"No, but hi Mr. Person! Hey, you look tired - how about a wake-up song?"



	The intern was certain he'd never done LSD, but the the ponies speaking to him through the otherwise black screen made him question that. "Mr. Davis?" he asked groggily, squinting through the haze of electronic light to see his boss awake at his desk, brow furrowed as he stared down a list three miles long.



	"Oh hey, there's Jeffrey! Jeffrey, hi, it's Pinkie Pie!"



	Major character death? Ch-



	"Mr. Davis, I think there's something wrong with the credits."



	Stephen Davis stood up from his chair and carefully wove through the mass of slumbering workers to stoop down beside the intern. He gave his eyes a few minutes to adjust the the black on white of the credits roll and found he didn't have to; two modestly-colored and one candy-colored equine filled the screen just in front of the staff's names. 



	Stephen Davis noted Apple Cobbler.

	Apple Cobbler noted Stephen Davis.

	“Nice shirt,” she said.
      

      
   
      A Day in Ponyville


      

      
      
         Mayor Mare snapped the book closed with a papery clap. 



It was an old and worn out thing, spitting a cloud of dust out as it shut, which Mayor Mare absentmindedly waved away with a hoof as she spun on her stool to put the book away on the shelf. Yes, it was an old and dusty thing, but then so was she. They were alike in that manner, and so many others, really. The thin cover, its color dull and flat; the heavy, musty pages in between. How it would creak and groan when you tried to move it too much. The dust. 



Ah, but the knowledge inside—still so useful!



She squeezed the volume—Taxonomy of Methods—back into its place on the shelf, taking a moment to admire her collection. Yes, she was an old book, but old books had a habit of being useful when an emergency sprung up. Ponies even wrote stories about them, about ancient volumes filled with terrible secrets and amazing spells…or some nonsense like that. Though The Mayor Mare certainly wasn’t ancient. There were only two ponies in Equestria who were the oldest of books, and she had had the privilege of sharing tea with them many times. They had good tastes, as it turned out. 



Perhaps that was why she had never gone and gotten newer additions of most of the volumes on her shelf. The majority were of average over five decades old. The newest ones were a small yet vibrant collection—a series of essays, commentaries and learnings all under the name of one Princess Twilight Sparkle. 



They were kept right smack in the middle of the shelf, surrounded snuggly by the larger, more worn books, where youth could be protected by the wisdom of experience. Where they could be kept warm and secure and held close. 



It was, for Mayor Mare, an expression of her affection for that little princess of theirs. 



All of Equestria thought she belonged to them, but she didn’t. She belonged to Ponyville. She was their princess, and always had been, ever since that first day she came down from the sky. 



With a light sigh, Mayor Mare turned slowly towards her desk, cursing her old sore rump as she shifted about on the flattened cushion beneath her. She attempted to clear some extra space on her desk by pushing aside the many, precariously tall piles of papers, scrolls and folders. They would always begin close to the middle of her tiny working space, and throughout the day would inch closer and closer to the edge, until one of them (usually the tallest and messiest) toppled over, followed by a string of curses that could be heard clear through Town Hall building. 



Apparently, Twilight Sparkle could hear them from Canterlot. 



“Let us see what is next,” she said, reaching for a random pile and grabbing whatever was on top. She looked closer and paused, peering towards heaven for mercy. 



“Weather control plans for next month.” 



Weather Patrol Captain Rainbow Dash’s name was signed on the front. 



“Oh dear.”



No pegasus could manipulate the weather like Rainbow. No pegasus could captain a team like Rainbow. And no pegasus hated writing formal reports like Rainbow. 



Mayor Mare could feel that muscle in her lower back beginning to act up. It made her left hoof twitch like it was trying to kick something. 



She was too old for this. But then, she was probably too old for most activities. She’d retire, but who would be left to do the job right? Who would be left to mother Ponyville?



Because it did need mothering. Dear Twilight made a better uncle than she did a mother. 



Mayor Mare adjusted her dust tinted spectacles and flipped over the first page when there was a rather loud crash from outside her door. 



She paused. It sounded as if it had come from down the hallway, by the Assembly Chamber. Where the intern Dusty worked. 



Rolling her eyes, she turned back to the report and began to read. 



There was another crash. 



“Oh for goodness sake—Dusty! What’s going on out there—”



Her office door slammed open. Policies, articles and legislation went everywhere, but Mayor Mare hardly jolted. In government, one got used to this sort of thing. 



In the entrance stood a tall, strongly built and rather unclean looking stallion with a braid of rope between his teeth. All six of them. 



There were four stallions, as a matter of fact. 



After a bit of shuffling, the form of Dusty was tossed on the floor in front of her desk, tied tightly with thick ropes and his poor mouth stuffed with some dirty cloth. The front most stallion spat out his rope on the floor. 



“Guess who’s going to be our ransom for that filthy princess and her stinkin’ cronies!” he cried triumphantly. 



The Mayor Mare blinked. 



And then she groaned. 












It was one of those summer days in Ponyville where there was something a little extra on the clean air, causing everything to seem more alive. The colors, sights and smells felt more vibrant than even the clearest days, and there didn’t seem to be a single foul mood in the entire village. 



Which added to the sourness when young Dusty was thrown from the Town Hall doors to land at the top of the steps. That extra little something on the wind had brought most of the ponies out of their homes and into the market, whose plump middle section ran right next to Town Hall. About three hundred eyes turned to see Dusty’s tied form get yanked up by the teeth of two ugly stallions as a third cried out to those watching. 



“Ponyville! I am Crooked Hoof! We have your government in captivity!” 



Dusty was given a vigorous shake to illustrate. Crooked Hoof gave him a few strong pats on the stomach. Clouds of scroll dust puffed out with each one. 



“Whichever one of you knows where that stupid old hag  Twilight Sparkle is, or any one of her five peons, you tell them that Ponyville ain’t getting its Mayor or assorted workers back until we get one hundred million bits ransom! Or princess Twilight surrenders herself to us. Or both. ”



He twisted his head back and pulled out a rusty blade from a sheath strapped to his side. 



“And for every hour that she takes to make up her mind,” he said, slowly sliding the tip down the side of Dusty’s face, “we’ll have a little fun!” With a coughing-like laugh he turned to witness the terror filled faces of the ponies of Ponyville. 



Except, they were a bit too unimpressed looking to really be classified as terror filled. Even ‘cautiously worried’ was a stretch. They simply stared at the group of unwashed stallions and poor, tied up Dusty, looking as if they expected something more. When nothing came, they all turned and went back to their business, the low-level thump of hooves and the loud sea of voices returning to the air. 



The three stallions blinked. 



“Hey!” Crooked Hoof yelled angrily around the blade in his mouth, “We have your entire government tied up inside! All six ponies of it! And we’re going to torture them!”



An old haggard mare hobbled past the bottom of the Town Hall steps, pausing to call up to them, “Git the ‘ell out of ‘ere, if you know what’s good for yer! Darned idiots. I reckon you got about ten minutes!”



“Ten minutes till what grandma?” Crooked spat. 



“Ten minutes till you have burnt lumps for asses!”



Another thirty seconds saw Dusty had a new mate all tied up next to him. 



“Get ‘em inside with the others,” Crooked ordered. He turned on last time to face the crowded Town Square. “Remember Ponyville—every hour!” He twirled his knife into the air and caught it, sheathing the thing as he trotted inside Town Hall, sparing one last suspicious look over his shoulder.  












Mayor Mare was beginning to grow accustomed to the feeling of tight ropes pulling at the fur on her sides. But she didn’t like that fact very much. This was the second time this month. And things had been progressing so well during the spring and early summer, too. 



At least she hadn’t been gagged with some gruesomely vile rag. She looked down at the ropes binding her. Ah, polyester, a step up from last time, certainly. And she was in the board room, a newer addition to the building whose floorboards didn’t quite squeak as much, which certain of the Elders found accommodating when they fell asleep during minor preliminary discussions. Usually when the topic turned to farming. Or the weather. Anything, really. 



She always did like the layout and feel of the room; it was used for meetings too big for her office but too small to make great use of the larger Assembly Chamber. The decorations had good balance and taste, too. The painting of the moon at sunset hanging on the east wall was done by princess Luna herself, during one of her art sessions with Twilight. She had always wanted to join them sometime. Perhaps one day. 



The floor could’ve use a good sweeping, though. One noticed so much more dirt and filth when lying tied up on the floor as opposed to standing on it. How was it that a pony’s hooves tracked in so much dirt? She’d have to have a talk with the janitor later.



Where the rest of the staff was being kept she didn't know. Hopefully not in the closet like last time.  



The double doors leading to the Chamber were thrown open, and Mayor Mare watched as Dusty and somepony she didn’t recognize at first were dragged in and dropped next to her. One of the stallions gave Dusty a kick in the gut and he almost spit the gag out through the tape. 



“I ought to give you one too for that lip o’ yours, granny. Be thankful I’m merciful.” 



After a few more grunts and poisoning the room with the smelly breath, they left, slamming the doors behind them. 



“Ah, Mrs. Merriwinkle,” Mayor Mare said, recognizing her after twisting herself around to get a better peak. “Good to see you.”



“Top of the afternoon, Mayor,” she said pleasantly and without hesitation, unaffected by the circumstances. Poor Dusty simply moaned quietly. 



“How’s Mr. Merriwinkle doing? Got that rash checked out, I hope.”



“Oh, yes, he’ll be fine; doctor gave him a nice topical cream to apply. Works real good.”



“What’s it called?”



“Ocean Breeze’s Butt Paste.”



Mayor Mare shifted around a bit. “I’ve heard of that. I’ll have to get some for my sister in law.”



“Comes over the counter too,” Merriwinkle said with a slow nod. 



“How about your grandson, little Wheat Stem?”



“A nuisance, as always,” she said with a grunt.



“Still getting into Mrs. Leaf’s carrot patch is he?”



“Always. But I love the little thing.”



“Don’t we all.”












Two of Crooked Hoof’s stallions stood on guard at the top of the Town Hall steps, looking rather unpleasant with their dirty, mud-stained coats and the occasional fly. No pony spared them a second look; obviously it was because they were too terrified. 



They certainly hid it well with all that shopping though. And arguing. These ponies seemed to love to argue a lot over what they were buying, more so than either of them had ever seen, and they had gotten around quite a bit. They really threw themselves into it, but in a nice, friendly sort of way that was very confusing to the two stallions. 



The one on the left, named Butter, grunted. "Makes no damn sense."



The one on the right, who cycled through names as one cycled through outfits, simply shrugged his shoulders. 



"Excuse me, gentlestallions!"



It came from in front of them. 



The voice sounded like a clear rain of gold, striking some deep, not often touched nerve that ran through their middles. They both peered down the steps at a white unicorn mare standing with a demure smile on her lips. She was simply radiant, and whether it was the sun or not they didn't know, but she glowed. A streak of silver ran through her luscious violet mane, but somehow it only made her look more beautiful, more mature. 



Both their mouths hung open a little, and Rarity's smile brightened by just a little. 



"Excuse me, gentlestallions, but I was having some terrible trouble over there with a stubborn wagon of mine," she said in a helpless tone, turning to gesture off to the side, exposing her flank to their view. That nerve inside of them twinged stronger. 



"I was wondering if you might come over and help me give it a good shove," she said, emphasizing the word with a thrust of her body. 



Somehow, the rest of the world disappeared. That nerve was burning now. It had never lit so fast. There was something in the way that she spoke and moved and fluttered her eyelashes that compelled them to move, compelled them more than anything ever had before. Thoughts of Crooked Hoof and millions of bits and princesses just...floated away. 



Wordlessly and with near-vacant stares they marched down the steps, straight for Rarity, who kept ahead of them by just a step. 



"Oh, thank you so much, I promise you won't regret it."



The two of them just nodded dumbly. They followed Rarity around the side of Town Hall and into an alley way.  It turned to the right, and something like the sun shown in their faces, nearly blinding them. It had an oddly purple tint to it. 



"It's your show, Fluttershy dear!"



"Oh Cuddles!"



Butter and his cohort blinked in the brightness. Who the hell was Cuddles?



Then the light was blocked. 



By the shape of a bear. 












The Mayor Mare had fineggled herself into a sitting position against the wall. It was only marginally more comfortable than the floor. But very much less dirty. She couldn't quite tell whether Dusty had fallen asleep or not. 



"Oh, by the way, Mrs. Merriwinkle, the next time you see your daughter could you inform her she needs to fill out her tax exemption forms? She's already a bit late."



"Sure enough," Merriwinkle said with a nod. 



"If you don't mind me asking...how did you end up in here?"



Merriwinkle chuckled. 



"I told em' they had ten minutes to clear town, or else."



Mayor Mare rolled her jaw. 



"You should have told them five."



"I know. I lied." 



There was the sound of a loud crashing outside in the Assembly Chamber followed by screams. Amidst the chaos were the unmistakable laughs of Rainbow Dash and Applejack. 



A flash of purple appeared in front of them, and Mayor Mare simply closed her eyes, knowing what was coming. 



"Hello, Mayor Mare, having an nice day?"



She felt the light zing of a magic aura flowing over her as her bonds snapped loose. She could hear Dusty gasping fresh, dirt rag free breaths. 



She smiled. "Why yes, Twilight, as a matter of fact I am. I haven't had to look at Rainbow Dash's weather reports at all."




      

      
   
      One More Round


      

      
      
         One More Round





“So, as you can see, Your Highness, without an increase of two to three degrees in average temperature, orange and other citrus crops in the area will have a much tougher time surviving the coldest parts of the Winter season, which are obviously…”



The pony at the front of the petition line was still talking. He had been rambling on for nearly ten minutes now, though Celestia had stopped actively listening about seven minutes ago. “...Of course, I don’t doubt for a minute that Her Grace is already aware of this, but as a representative of the Tailahassee Farmer’s Association, I would be remiss in my duties…”



’Wow, he’s really turning on the charm this time around.’ Celestia mused as she continued to display nothing but her full and rapt attention to the pale yellow stallion before her. Lime Twist was almost a regular fixture in the Day Court from the end of Summer to the first day of Winter, and every year, he made the same requests for warmer temperatures and more sunlight over the southern regions of Equestria.



Celestia feigned ignorance of it, but she was well aware that some among the palace staff had started an annual betting pool to guess how many times Lime would be seen in the petitioner’s queue that year. She never played, of course, as gambling would be seen as an unseemly activity for the crown to participate in. But nopony would bat an eye if her seneschal got in on the fun. ’Note to self, give Evernote ten bits and ask her to bet on six appearances this year.’



At the edge of her hearing, she caught Lime Twist segue into the last part of his well-worn speech. Celestia could almost recite the entire thing by now - including the parts that he always conveniently left out; the financial impact to ski and sled resorts further North, or the all but guaranteed flooding that would occur in rival citrus growing regions further upriver from Tailahassee if she blindly accelerated the snow melt as he was requesting.



“And that, Your Majesty, concludes my humble request on this day.” Lime Twist swept into a low bow as he spoke. “I am most grateful for this time to speak before you, Princess, and I look forward to your response to this most important of matters.”



“Thank you, Lime Twist, for bringing your request to me, and I do indeed recognize its importance to you and the other farmers in your region.” Celestia’s poker face was in full effect, though in her mind, she may as well have been reading from a set of cue cards. “I will discuss the matter with my weather experts here in Canterlot, as well as the Weather Chief in Cloudsdale, but rest assured that we will do what we can to boost your crops’ health during the Winter months ahead. You should be hearing from us within the month.”



Lime Twist bowed with such flair, he nearly tipped himself over his muzzle. “A thousand thanks, Your Majesty! We are blessed by your attention to our pli-”



“No need for all of that, Mister Twist,” she cut him off a bit to hurry him along. “Thank you again for coming.” Thankfully, he got the hint and shuffled off to the exit on the left side of the throne room, and Celestia quietly sighed in relief when the heavy twin doors closed behind him. 



She was about to call for the next petitioner when she felt a slight buzz in the base of her horn. Seconds later, a small scroll popped into existence in front of her. A golden glow wrapped around it immediately, and Celestia looked the scroll over. ’Hmm, Twilight usually doesn’t send reports until later in the da-’ Her thoughts trailed off when she noticed the seal affixed to the scroll. A shimmering, iridescent ribbon wrapped around the scroll before coming to a perfect bow shaped tie at the exact edge of the parchment. Celestia already knew what this was, and where it had originated from. But there was a protocol to follow, and she had to be sure.



Celestia looked out to the throne room, where about a half-dozen ponies still remained in the petitioners’ queue. “Excuse me, everypony, this will just take a moment.” She paid no attention to the quiet chatter that sprung up to fill the momentary pause, focusing all of her attention on the scroll that hovered in front of her. 



As she expected, a silver wax seal adorned the top of the colorful ribbon, marked with an intricate depiction of a pocket watch. A small burst of magic lifted the wax seal and unrolled the scroll, the inside of which appeared to be completely blank. Celestia closed her eyes, took a calming breath, and quietly called upon a spell that she had only used twice before in her entire existence.



“Nulla tempus non revelaret secreta.”



A faint yellow glow enveloped the scroll, and the familiar shape of the pocket watch emerged like a watermark from within the parchment. The glow changed from yellow to blue before tracing a single line of text into the parchment: ‘Closing time at sundown. Don’t be late.’



’So it is time once again...’ Celestia re-sealed the scroll and tucked it under her wing before standing to face the small crowd still in the throne room. “My ponies, I am sorry, but I must end court early today, as a rather pressing matter needs to be attended to. See Evernote if you’d like to be placed at the front of tomorrow’s list, or you can always bring your petitions to my dear Sister when she opens the Night Court in a few hours.”



The gathered ponies hastily bowed as Celestia descended her throne and headed directly towards the small but comfortably-appointed office that was attached to the throne room. The door had barely closed behind her before she began casting the required teleportation spell.








A burst of golden light appeared over the landscape and rather unceremoniously dumped the princess out onto her rump. “Again?! Ugh, I don’t think I’ll ever manage to land that one on my hooves.”



Some more muttered curses accompanied her rather un Princess-like attempt to stand and re-adjust her regalia. Her appearance restored, she surveyed her surroundings - or the complete lack thereof.



Everything around her was bright white; so white, that even Celestia’s eyes had to squint a bit to compensate. It was impossible to tell ground from sky, or even find a horizon line. She took a few steps on what she assumed was passing for the ground at the moment, though on previous trips, she had made similar assumptions, only to discover that the ground was actually the ceiling, or a wall, or really nothing at all.



She spread her wings and took to the air, rising what she felt was twenty or so lengths into the air. ’Well, I’m still right-side up, so at least I won’t have to fly upside-down this time.’ she thought as she lowered herself to the ground. The place she was looking for would not be far, that much she knew. Celestia had been here thrice before, and each time, it was in a different place than the last. ’If place and direction even mean anything here.’



As if on cue, the ground shifted beneath Celestia’s hooves. “Ah! What the blazes?” she tried to jump in the air again, but found herself unable to move. The ground shifted again, reversing directions beneath her wide-eyed stare. The ground rippled as it accelerated faster and faster, turning into a blur of motion that sent Celestia’s ethereal mane billowing behind her head.



She looked up from the ground to ward off a sense of dizziness when she spotted a dark dot in the distance. The ground continued to rush around her, and the dot quickly began to take on the outline of a solid structure. Celestia knew then where she was being led to, and she muttered another small curse into the void. “For buck’s sake, I’m not even close to running late…”



Moments later, the ground slowed its frantic motion, and the structure came into full view mere feet in front of her. The wooden building was plain on the outside, with two dusty windows framing a plain brown door. Two wooden steps led up to a small front porch, where a pair of rickety-looking rocking chairs swayed in a breeze that she could not feel. It reminded Celestia of the old saloons she had seen when she last visited Appaloosa.



A small sign hanging from the underside of the awning swung lazily, despite the lack of wind at that moment. Celestia looked up to the sign as she ascended to the porch and chuckled. “Last Call Saloon? Good to see they haven’t lost their sense of humor.” The door opened with a wave of her magic, and Celestia stepped off of a dusty porch… And into a smoky lounge.



“Wow, they really fixed this place up…” Celestia said as she surveyed the room. Instead of creaky tables and crooked chandeliers, she gazed out across dozens of plush booths and linen-covered tables, and brass light fixtures that glowed as much from the light gems inside of them as the mirror shine on their faces. Not far from her, a gleaming black piano played a tune on its own, as if an invisible pony sat at its keys.



Marble tiles carved a path between sections of dark blue carpet towards a massive mahogany bar, behind which was the pony she was there to see. ’Should be a pony, anyway… Assuming he’s not masquerading as one of those weird bipeds again.’ she added in her mind. Celestia took a deep breath and let it out slowly, silently thanking Princess Cadance for showing her that trick years ago.



The figure behind the bar called to her as she approached. “You know, for a being that controls the sun, you sure do cut it close on deadlines.”



“I prefer to think of it as being punctual.” Celestia returned the little barb with a smile as she slid into one of the chairs near the middle of the bar. “The better question though, Chronos, is why they let you serve the drinks again. I think we both remember what happened when you made your ‘Wibbly Wobbly Punch’.”



Chronos just smiled as he grabbed a glass in his bright yellow magic and began polishing it with a small white cloth. With a blue coat that was darker than Luna’s and a flowing black mane, the god of time cut an imposing presence behind the bar. Celestia had seen him countless times over the eons, yet she couldn’t help but spend an extra moment looking into his eyes, where a maelstrom of colors swirled like water in a creek.



After examining the glass up close, he levitated it to a nearby shelf before finally turning his attention back to Celestia. “That again? Come on, Tia, it was a great time, and it’s not like anything was harmed! Sure, I bumped Andromeda a bit, but she won’t even notice anything for another four billion years or so!” 



He sidled over a few feet and leaned over the bar towards Celestia. “But I suppose this is a somewhat serious occasion, so no universe-altering punch this time. Still, meetings like this don’t happen often, so let me get you a drink. What’ll it be?”



“Just some tea will be fine. Earl Grey if you have it.”



Chronos stuck his tongue out a bit. “Oh, you’re just no fun today. Perhaps that Discord fellow is right; you just don’t know how to cut loose and have some fun.”



“Perhaps,” Celestia replied as she accepted a steaming cup of tea from him, “or maybe I’m just not a big fan of Discord’s idea of ‘fun’.”



“I don’t know, it seemed pretty interesting to me, at least the way he described it when I ran into him between dimensions a while back.” Chronos spoke over his shoulder while he uncorked a decanter and poured himself a glass of what looked to Celestia to be whiskey. “I mean, chocolate rain? Who wouldn’t like that?”



Celestia stared over the edge of her teacup as she took a dainty sip, taking a brief glance at one of the shelves behind Chronos. “Yes, it was a glorious time, trust me. Now, we both know why I’m here, so let’s get down to business, hmm?”



The smile faded from Chronos’ chiseled face at her change in tone. “Straight to business it is then.” He took a long sip from his glass before putting it down next to her teacup. “Well, I talked it over with the bosses, and we really feel like it’s time to close up shop here and move on.” Celestia grimaced at the implication of his words.



“Look, you gave it your all here, and really, this was by far the best you and Luna have ever done… But I think you’ve finally hit a wall.” Celestia sipped her tea again, but said nothing. “I mean, you two have poured everything into this, this ‘Equestria’. Heck, you even gave up your own sister for a millenium just to keep things from falling apart. But how much more can you do? What more do you have to give?”



Celestia opened her mouth to respond, but Chronos spoke over her first. “Case in point, that Limey character that you were just speaking to in that little castle of yours.” He ignored Celestia’s unamused gaze at the slight against the home she shared with her sister. 



“You preach friendship, compassion, and honesty day and night, yet this pony comes back year after year with the same under-hoofed request. Sure, you stop him from ruining other ponies in his wake, but he never seems to get the real lesson. I see it happen all over your quaint world. Some ponies get it, certainly, but so many others just haven’t gotten the message.”



Chronos took another sip from his glass before frowning a bit. “You’ve been at this for millennia, Celestia, and they just can’t do it. Better to start fresh and try again.”



Celestia took another sip from her tea as she considered his words. “His name’s Lime Twist, by the way. But, you’re right about one thing Chronos; they’ll never get it. Luna and I could be at this for another three millennia, and there will always be a pony that won’t embrace friendship, kindness, and all of the other virtues that we try to instill in them.” 



She looked to Chronos with a steely gaze. “But should our failure to reach one pony doom an entire nation? What kind of gods are we to damn an entire world for the sins of a few?”



“It’s not that simple, and you know it,” Chronos huffed. “And remember, miss demigod, we gods are not as callous as you might think. Frankly, Palutena and Selene were ready to write this one off a long time ago, but I convinced them to give you two rookies a chance.”



Celestia halted a bit at that bit of news, but filed it away for later discussion. “Thank you for that, then. But that only makes my point stronger. We need more time. There is much that Luna and I can still accomplish, and now we have a new partner in our struggle to reach true harmony.”



“Ah, you must be referring to the newest member of club alicorn, one Twilight Sparkle,” Chronos replied with a grin. “I’ll admit, she impressed me with her completion of Starswirl’s old spell, but is she really that good?”



Celestia’s eyes widened. “To call her ‘good’ is nearly an insult. Twilight is the most powerful mage I have seen since Starswirl, and in some ways, she may even be his better. She has achieved things that even I thought were impossible, and all the while she has brought ponies closer together with her every action.”



Chronos looked to the side for a moment, as if lost in thought. “Yes, yes, I read the highlights. She saved Luna, corralled Discord, banished that Bug Queen, and topped it all off by sending Tirek back to Tartarus. Great track record, sure.” He turned back to Celestia. “But she’s just one pony, and one that barely knows how to use the powers that she just received. I’ve seen ones like her before, in this world and dozens of others; great potential, awesome powers, but they always fall short.”



“I’m willing to try,” Celestia countered. “Twilight has brought ponies together - and solved problems - in situations that would tax Luna and I to the limit. And I’m not too proud to admit that she has succeeded when my sister and I have failed to do what was right.” She leaned up from her chair and looked deep into Chronos’s eyes. “And if anypony can create full harmony, if anypony can change the mind of one like Lime Twist, Twilight Sparkle is that pony.”



She continued to stare at him as she poured every ounce of conviction into her voice that she could. “She can do it, Chronos. We’ve all seen the prophecies, and she’s fulfilled all of the signs so far. She’s the one… I can feel it in my bones. All I ask is for you to give this ‘rookie’ the same time that you gave to us.”



The goddess of the sun and the god of time stared at each other, seemingly lost in a silent battle of wills. Finally, Chronos leaned back from the bar and downed the rest of his whiskey in one gulp. “Alright, but don’t make me regret this, got it?”



Celestia slumped back into her chair in relief. “Thank you, Chronos, though I doubt you’ll be disappointed in Twilight as time goes on. Speaking of which…” she looked past him again to the top shelf of the bar, where a nearly empty hourglass sat alone. “Time for another round?”



Chronos grabbed the hourglass in his magic, smoothly flipped it over, and set it back down. “One more round it is.”
      

      
   
      A Horrible, Horribly Awkward, Uncomfortable and Itchy Love Story


      

      
      
         “So, I've had a huge crush on a version of you from a parallel world, and I asked you here so I could, well, ask you out.”



Flash Sentry froze, a cup of coffee halfway to his lips. He felt an irrational urge to start sipping it just so he could do a proper spit-take.



“Oh. Well, that's nice. I mean, this is a very nice feeling for me! It's like, you know, when you go to the bathroom, you poop, and when you go to wipe and the toilet paper is still clean!”



He beamed happily at the middle distance.



Twilight Sparkle stopped breathing.



Maybe I should have phrased differently, thought Sentry.



“Not that that's a bad thing! And, like, it's actually a good-no, a great thing! I mean, if you were poop, you would be the best poop, the poop all other poops wish to be!”



That's better.








Hidden behind a partition, Rarity quietly sobbed for the death of all romance.



“Sniff...Pinkie, how can you look? This is horrible! It's a travesty! It's the winter line of five years ago all over again!”



“Yeah, but it's funny! Look, look, now he's comparing her to gas! Or farts...no, wait, he's saying that she's definitely not a fart at all, not even a little bit, he's definitely, 100 % sure of that. Wow, Twi is changing colors again. Want some popcorn?”



Rarity glared at her with a look of betrayal on her face.



Meanwhile, at another table, Pony Joe tried to get two of his other patrons to leave.



“Ladies, I literally don't care anymore if you're royalty, I  want to go to bed! I haven't slept well in over a month, and this is  my cafè, and so my word is law. Get. Out.”



Luna turned to face him, her regal demeanor and impeccable poise only slightly hampered by the ridiculous sun hat she wore to disguise herself.



“I say thee nay! The fair Twilight Sparkle hast for far too long been without a paramour, and we fain see her with groom.”



Celestia looked at her sister, eyebrow raised.



“I thought you had stopped speaking like that, Luna?”



“Nay! If Zapp of the Power Ponies can speak thusly, so can we!”



Celestia sighed.








“Look, what I meant to say, is that you're pretty, you come from a rich family, you have a ton of political capital and enough magical power to level a medium-sized mountain. Why wouldn't I be attracted to you?”



Twilight looked like a kid who'd just found out that Santa had choked to death on the cookies she'd left out the night before, and that from that point on Christmas was canceled.



“You...you mean you like me just for the things I can do for you?”



Danger Will Robinson, Danger! screamed a small and unexplained part of Sentry's brain.



“No no no no no that's not at all what I was saying, and...” he trailed off for a moment, thinking.



Then he straightened himself and started speaking more slowly and firmly.



“Actually, you know what? That is what I'm saying. I know very little about you, Princess. I don't know what you're like as a person or what your personality is like. And I don't care if it's shallow, but some of the things I do look for in a fillyfriend  are, well, looks, money, and power. 



“It's all well and good to say that true love should look beyond all that, but if I get discharged from the guard because of an injury, I want to be able to lean on my partner for support. Same thing if I get in trouble with the law, or a million other things.



“Besides which, all those things are still part of you, and it's silly to pretend they aren't part of you.”



Twilight hadn't been this upset since Discord had returned a book to her library (the state it was in is left as an exercise to the reader).



“But none of those are things that I did! Those are all things that were handed to me!”



“Well, the impression that my weird double from another world left on you was just handed to me too, but you don't see me complaining” smirked Flash.



An embarrassed silence descended between them.



“I'm sorry.”



“Don't be, it's fine. But now I'm curious; what was he like, anyway?”



Twilight looked into the middle distance with lovestruck eyes.



“Oh, he was an obligate omnivore taller than Celestia with a body like a cross between a troll and a minotaur.”



Oh sweet Celestia, she thinks I'm a bloodthirsty monster.








“Whyyyy?? Why aren't they doing anything riiiight? Love isn't supposed to be like this...” whined Rarity.



“Oh, silly filly, love can be like anything it wants. Like a banana! And hey! I'm thinking I can write a play about this: a bold fusion between the genres of romance and comedy. I shall call it...com-rom.”



Rarity looked askance at the beret and sunglasses that had suddenly appeared on her friend.



“Pinkie, that's absurd. Romance and comedy go horribly together. Also, basing something on the travails of poor Twilight would be a huge violation of her privacy!”



“Like if we were spying on her, you mean?”








“No, seriously, get out! This establishment is mine, the law that you wrote says that I can close it whenever I want, and I'm not going to stand for you trying to ruin my life again!”



Celestia immediately swiveled to face Pony Joe, her posture wary.



“What do you mean “again”? What happened to you that is directly related to us?”



Joe snorted.



“Well, on the eve of Princess Cadence's marriage, your darling sister decided it was a good idea to camp out in my cafè to whine her heart out about how everyone was going to hate her at the wedding, and that she shouldn't go and other fripperies like that. 



“And of course, when the changelings invaded and got wind she was here, they all tried kidnap her, meaning it was completely destroyed by the time things got out of control. And of course after the fight, she immediately left without saying anything to anyone, meaning my insurance and the relief funds gave me zilch!



“I was forced to sell my donuts on a refreshment trolley on trains, like a CARNY! My old man, Cuppa Joe, would've been ashamed to see me!”



Joe huffed in anger, while Luna looked at him, stricken.



“We-I did not know of this. I...I will arrange for compensation monies as soon as possible. And...and if you are amenable, I'll use my powers as Princess of the Night to help with your slumber.”



“Wait, you can do WHAT?”








“Twilight, I'm sorry to say this, but I don't think I'm actually much like the guy you met in that other world.”



She stopped mid-sentence to look at him with wild eyes.



“W-what do you mean?”



Flash sighed. 



“Twilight, look at my butt and tell me what you see.” 



Twilight blushed.



“N-no, I didn't mean it like that! M-my CUTIE MARK! Yes, the cutie mark! Look at my cutie mark and tell me what you think it's for.”



She eyeballed it speculatively.



“Mmm...being very fast in defending others I suppose?”



“Not a bad guess, but it's actually something different. I guess you can say it's like...well...umm...it's hard to explain, but it's like I'm protected by the concept of lightning? Do you get me?”



Twilight's face plainly showed that she didn't.



“Ok, how did they explain it to me...Ah! Basically, anything that's cast on me becomes grounded and fizzles out. It's why the color changing enchantment on the Royal Guard armor don't work on me: usually they just turn white a patch of ground in the locker room the moment I wear them. I'm very nearly immune to magic.”



“Oh...I was wondering about that...”



“Anyway! What this means, is that my talent is pretty much in high demand in the guard. I've already done two tours of duty patrolling the Badlands, and I've seen a lot of the worst that Equestria has to offer. And I'm very young to have done all that!



“While the Flash Sentry you met sounds like, well, a kid in high school. Although now I want to learn how to play the guitar, it sounds like a bitchin' instrument.”



Twilight didn't see him smile, preoccupied as she was with staring at her room-temperature cup of tea.



“I see. I'll guess I'll show myself out.”



Flash's jaw dropped.



“What? Why?”



Twilight looked up.



“Well, it's what you've been trying to tell me all evening, isn't it? That we don't know each other at all and that it's pointless for us to date?”



“What? No! Why do you think couples start dating? It's exactly because this way they get to know each other! And hey, as long as you keep me and Other Flash separate in your head, we're not gonna have any problems.”



Hesitantly, Twilight slowly started to smile.



“Okay, and...I hope you weren't weirded out too much by me.” She said.



“Oh, I'm plenty weirded out, but don't worry about it, it's not a big deal. Anyway, why don't we start talking about the thing we're actually here to discuss before they kick us out for loitering?”



Twilight looked confused for a moment.



“What do you mean?”



“My new transfer as guard to a different Princess? I don't know why you're dealing with this, but you're going to tell me how to guard Princess Luna or Celestia better, right?”



Twilight bit her tongue.








“Aww, c'mon Rarity, you don't have to be a saddie-waddie about this! It's fine!”



Rarity kept being in a general state of distress.



“No! No it isn't! I'm a horrible friend, a horrible pony, and I should just crawl under a pile of drapes and moan!”



Pinkie Pie adopted a look of intense cogitation on her face. One could tell, because it was the same look she had when she confronted a soufflè.



“This isn't about Twilight's privacy, is it? You're actually feeling guilty because you're the one who told Twilight to act on her feelings, aren't you?”



Rarity was instantly gobsmacked.



“Darling, I don't know whatever do you mean, I-” Pinkie's hug cut her off before she could dig herself in any deeper.



“Silly Rarity, what happens next after that isn't your fault! You managed to make Twilight unblock her feelings thingy, and that's enough.”



Rarity sniffled.



“Do you think so?”



“I know so! Now come on, if it still bothers you we can go out. Besides, that white unicorn looks like he's getting pretty agitated.”








“So let me get this straight. You have an incredibly important, yet very controversial ability, and your best idea is to keep it a secret? Pardon my Prench, but are you flippin' insane?!”



Celestia immediately leapt up to her sister's defense.



“It was a necessary measure to ensure the general population would not mistrust my sister.”



“Yes, I get that, but the point is that it just wouldn't work! Princess, ponies dislike you not because you're the Princess the Night, but because you're an asocial loner who never shows her face in public! And aside from that, who cares if ponies would dislike? You're a Princess! You can do whatever you want! Except, maybe, follow the laws that you yourselves wrote  since you're still not moving your rears out of here!”



Both Princesses looked at Pony Joe's bloodshot eyes. They considered how far a pony would have to go before insulting the ruling bodies of his own country. They considered the fact he was ready to go on another self-righteous rant. They realized that they were actually in the wrong.



“You are right. Let us go, sister.”



Joe slumped.



“Oh thank Harmony.”








“I don't believe this.”



The day had started going badly for Twilight from the moment she'd stepped into the cafè, and it was only becoming worse.



“I'm a Royal Guard, a servant of Equestria, I've fought and bled for it...and that's how I'm repaid for it? By a Princess who decides to abuse her powers and screw with my career? Seriously? What do you have to say for yourself?”



Now, there's a famous saying, something about camels and broken backs, which is applicable in this situation. Except instead of straw it's a mixture of grief, humiliation, and embarrassment.



“I'M SORRY! IT'S JUST-it's just...I don't know how to do this, I've never known how to do this, and Cadence said it was fine and Rarity told me I had to and I didn't know how else to contact you and I've never ever asked anypony out and I'm still twentysix and a virgin and I'm sorry and I'm sorry and I'm sorry-”



Twilight kept mumbling and sobbing with her face in her hooves. Flash sighed and rubbed his forehead.



“Calm down. I admit it, I  may have overreacted slightly, just...you do realize that what you did isn't a nice thing, right?”



Twilight mutely nodded.



“Just...promise you're going to reverse this transfer and let my career go the way it's supposed to go, right? Which reminds me, I also want you to contact your brother and tell him you were the one to ask me out. I don't want to get in trouble with him, even if he's not the Captain anymore is word still carries some weight.”



“Okay. I promise. Sorry” hiccuped Twilight.



“Good. Okay, I'll give you my address so you contact me for when we actually start dating.”



“You...you still want to go out with me? Why?”



Flash paused. 



“I'm not a monster, Twilight. I can see how hard it was for you to do this, and even if you made a big error” Twilight cringed “and even though I have some misgivings, I'm willing to give you a chance. Okay?”



Twilight nodded.



“You look exhausted. Hug?” 



“I'd like that.”



The two embraced for a while.



“Now let's get out of here, the owner's coming over and he's giving us the evil eye.”




      

      
   
      Setting the Beat


      

      
      
         Two more tunes after this. Just two, and then I can pack up, go home, and go to sleep.



It was the wee hours of Sunday morning in Canterlot, and Octavia Melody was practically dead on her hooves. Earth ponies were not meant to stand solely on their hind legs like this for extended periods, no pony was, but as a cellist and bassist without the benefit of unicorn magic, she had to in order to even play.



She and a jazz combo were playing the last set of the night at the Canter Club, the “last place in town on a Saturday night.” The claim was no idle boast; while Canterlot proper had laws in place preventing bars and nightclubs from being open past two in the morning (though twenty-four-hour restaurants like Pony Joe’s were exempt), the Canter was in the separately incorporated neighborhood of Pinto Point. As it was technically not in Canterlot, the Canterlot laws didn't apply, and so the Canter was able to stay open until four. It was past 3:45 now, and the club was still filled with ponies who didn’t want to be doing anything else but staying there.



On a weeknight, Octavia wouldn’t even be here. Her rehearsal schedule with the Canterlot Symphony Orchestra meant that if she stayed up late, she’d barely be functional when the orchestra was learning some of the most demanding pieces in the literature and she needed all of her attention focused on her cello. However, they didn’t rehearse weekends, so she could pick up a book of lead sheets, grab her double bass, go down to the Canter or somewhere else, and play chord changes while the horn players took solos for as long as they could come up with things to do.



The times when the Symphony had weekend performances, she wouldn’t do both, but her fellow jazz musicians generally had day jobs of their own and understood when she couldn’t join them on the bandstand due to scheduling conflicts.



The horn section came back in for the head of “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy.” The band would play through the melody one last time, and then the piece would be done. Octavia had always liked Cannon Ball’s tunes, but this was definitely her favorite, especially for things to be playing after 3:30. It was nice and slow and didn’t change chords very often.



The band hit the final chord of the piece and held it while Floor Tom played a solo that covered every drum in his arsenal. Octavia had to restrike her note in the chord a few times just to make sure it lasted the entire length. Eventually, Tom reached what sounded like a stopping point, and with one last drum hit, the band cut off.



“What’s next?” asked Diminished Fifth from her seat behind the piano. She refilled her glass of whiskey and took a drink, setting the nearly empty bottle back on top of the piano.



Octavia had played with Diminished Fifth before. The fire-engine-red pegasus mare was one of the best jazz pianists she’d ever gotten to work in the same rhythm section as, her borderline alcoholism notwithstanding. She understood that rests were just as important as notes, though she wouldn’t phrase it that way if you asked. She was probably skilled enough to play classically… though now that Octavia thought about it, she wasn’t actually sure if Fifth knew how to read sheet music, or if she just knew what keys the different chord symbols meant she had to press and when they were supposed to happen. She probably could read notes, at least to some extent, since Octavia couldn’t think of a time she was supposed to play a specific figure and didn’t; then again, that could just have meant she was very good at playing by ear. Certainly there were musicians who could just hear something and play it back perfectly. The other problem, of course, was that classical performances tended to frown on drinking during concerts. Afterwards was no problem, and most conductors and audiences would turn a blind eye to imbibing beforehoof as long as you could still play properly, but if you were going to drink during the show, you had to hide it very well, and Fifth just wasn’t interested in doing that.



“How do you feel about Hippology?” Noteworthy suggested, alto sax dangling from his neck.



Octavia felt her eyebrows rise in surprise. “You think you and Overtone can play it at tempo this late in the night?” she asked. “Hippology” was a notoriously fast bebop tune that Dizzy Bullespie had helped write at the Griffon’s Nest nearly seventy years ago, intended for players with manual dexterity beyond that of hooves. She knew Noteworthy could play fast for an earth pony, but it took a special kind of skill to play a sax part that was written for a griffon. She’d never met Overtone; the yellow unicorn holding the trumpet in her magic was a friend of Noteworthy’s, and he was the only one who’d played with her before. Octavia supposed a unicorn ought to be able to play the minotaur’s trumpet part, at least in theory, and she’d certainly been playing well all night.



“Honestly, I’d be more worried about Glissando,” Floor Tom chimed in. “The slide on that trombone’s not gonna move itself.” Tom had gotten famous as the drummer in Sapphire Shores’s band when she was first hitting the scene, but he’d started out in rock and roll, playing in a bunch of garage bands in the Hosston area. For somepony who’d been around as long as he had, he was still quite active, even though sales of the soundtrack he wrote to the third Power Ponies movie had probably made him enough money to retire. Octavia suspected he kept playing for the same reason that she had stuck with jazz after high school, even during her training at the Manehattan Conservatory: Jazz was fun. Sure, her classical training taught her better technique and new things to do with her instrument, and it was good to have structure at times, but sometimes you just wanted to cut loose and play without worrying about how it sounded.



The slate-gray pegasus Tom had mentioned was looking over the music as they spoke. “Eh, I should be able to make it work,” he said, miming with his right foreleg the slide positions he would need. “Hey, Dim, can you give me a B-flat right quick?”



Had it been anyone else calling her that, Octavia knew, Diminished Fifth wouldn’t even have waited until after the set was over to beat them senseless. Even calling her “Mini” was likely to incite some abuse. But Glissando was Fifth’s ex, and the sire of her foals, which allowed him to get away with a lot that other ponies couldn’t. Octavia didn’t know much about Gliss other than that he was a rock-solid trombonist, especially for a pony whose special talent wasn’t very connected to music. She seemed to remember he had some sort of stunningly boring day job like “insurance salesman” or “geology professor”, but she wasn’t sure that was right and she certainly didn’t remember exactly what it was.



“Sure, Sandy,” Fifth called back. “You want one that’s a little sharp, a little flat, or a lot flat?”



“Pick one,” Gliss said. “I don’t really care, fifth position’s always a bit of guesswork anyway.”



“You know,” Octavia suggested, “the CSO violinists always say it’s better to be sharp than out of tune. Just in case you needed some guidance.”



“So, Hippology?” Noteworthy tried to bring them back to the original question.



“I’m fine with that,” Fifth said.



“Works for me,” said Tom.



Octavia thought for a brief moment. It’s a bit late to be doing a fast tune, but never let it be said that Octavia Melody backed down from a challenge. “Sure. Let’s do it.”



Tom took a moment to establish the tempo in his head, then called out a two-measure count-off: “One, two, one two three four!”



“Hippology”, like many jazz pieces intended for combo performance, had a thirty-two-bar structure that could be fairly easily divided into four groups of eight. The first, second, and fourth such groups were more or less the same, with slight variations at the end; the middle eight featured a different idea and different chord changes underneath it.



That said, “Hippology” was really intended as a chance for the melody instruments to make a statement with screamingly fast eighth-note runs, and for the first eight measures, the rhythm section was happy to let them completely take the spotlight. Octavia and Fifth still played the chords, but only on the beats where they changed, and Tom only kept time by providing beats two and four of every measure on the hi-hat. Overtone nailed the runs, and Octavia was pleased to hear that Noteworthy and Glissando were able to keep up.



As they hit the second eight bars, Octavia reverted to a more traditional walking bass line, and she felt Tom and Fifth drop into more standard timekeeping as well. The quarter notes she was playing still flew by — “Hippology” was one of the fastest pieces Octavia had ever played, if the performers were doing it right, and tonight was no exception — and the chord changes came about every two beats, but she didn’t mind. Anything that kept her on her toes this late at night was a good thing.



The middle eight allowed her to take a short breather, only changing chords every two bars instead of every two beats; she still needed to play a note every beat, but they didn’t have to be the root of the chord every time, and the bass line could walk a bit more freely. As they returned to the final A section of the AABA form, she settled down. Now that she had refamiliarized herself with the piece, she could play slightly different bass lines later on — still providing the written chords, because the horn players would need those for their solos, but getting there in different ways.



One chorus down, she thought as they went back to the top of the tune, how many to go?



After another chorus where the melody instruments played the head, with Noteworthy adding in what Octavia might have chosen to believe were deliberate embellishments to the written melody but which were more likely wrong notes, the solos started. The order and length of each solo hadn’t been worked out ahead of time; they’d be decided by audibles among the musicians. Octavia’s job for the next however many choruses was simple: help the soloists, don’t distract them. That was fine by her; she didn’t play jazz for the glory of it, she got plenty of that as the Symphony’s principal cellist. She played jazz for the sake of making music with other people who wanted to make music.



Noteworthy took the first solo, apparently on the grounds that since Griffon Parker took the first solo back when he played at the Nest, alto sax players would always and forever solo first on “Hippology”. Octavia wasn’t sure she agreed with the logic, but she wasn’t inclined to keep him from the solo, and she had to admit his two choruses sounded like he knew what he was doing. Overtone then spent two choruses of her own trying to do her best Bullespie impression. If Octavia was any judge, it sounded like Overtone was getting a bit tired. Not entirely surprising, considering how long they’d already been playing that night. Glissando took one chorus and sounded like he could still go another few hours. Noteworthy and Overtone traded eights for two choruses — Noteworthy played eight measures, then Overtone played eight measures, repeat — and they built off each other well enough that if Octavia hadn’t known the two had played together before, she would have been able to guess it just from hearing them.



As Fifth started to play a piano solo, Octavia became aware that Glissando had walked over to her. “What’s up?” she asked.



“You want to take the next one?” Gliss asked back.



“Uh… Sure.”



“Cool.”



That was all they needed to say. Bass solos weren’t terribly common, but they weren’t exactly unheard of either, and she’d already taken a couple tonight. That wasn’t nearly as many as any of the horn players had taken, or even as many as Fifth had, but she was fine with that. Certainly, it had been a while since the last one, and they were getting close to the end of the night; one more wouldn’t hurt.



Gliss walked over to the piano, presumably to tell Fifth that the next chorus would be a bass solo. Octavia couldn’t tell that Fifth had acknowledged him in any meaningful way, but he headed back to his music stand, apparently satisfied that the message had been received. Well, that would have to do.



Then the piano solo ended, and she was up.



She laid a blistering scale down in the first few measures, noting as she played that Fifth had dropped out. It would just be her and Tom playing this chorus. That meant she wouldn’t have to do anything crazy to be heard over the rest of the band, so she wasn’t cornered in the top of her range. Good. The more notes she had to work with, the easier it was for her to work with them. She would probably still stay away from the really low notes, just because they were farther apart on the instrument and she could only move her hoof so fast — her time at the conservatory had taught her speed, but on a smaller instrument.



She kept going, making sure to try to outline the chords that were written when she had time to do so. Admittedly, in a tune like “Hippology”, that wasn’t very often. When she only had four eighth notes before the next chord change, she didn’t have a lot of time, and the bass was not an instrument that was conducive to simply playing every note in the chord in an arpeggio. Thirds were not built into the instrument.



The other thing she tried to do when she got the chance was take short rests. Unlike some instruments, she didn’t need to stop playing to breathe, but that didn’t mean it didn’t add something to the melodic line to have spots for the audience (and the performer) to gather themselves.



She finally reached the end of the chorus, and the horns came back in at the head. Thank Celestia, we’re nearly done, she thought. I love this tune, but it’s a lot of notes. After one last chorus through the melody, the piece was over.



“We’ve got time for one more, it looks like,” Overtone said, looking at the clock on the back wall. “Any suggestions?”



“Something slow,” Octavia responded, shaking out her hoof to get her blood flowing again. An idea occurred to her. “Does everypony know That’s Life? I don’t know if you’d have lead sheets for it, but it’s a classic.”



“It’s a classic, sure,” Overtone agreed, “but it’s kind of a long blow, and I don’t know how much more I’ve got left.”



“We can do something else—” Octavia started to suggest, but Overtone cut her off.



“No, if I take it easy, I can probably get through it.” She turned to Noteworthy. “What do you think?”



“Sure, I know it, and I can fake an arrangement of it.” The blue earth pony glanced around the ensemble. Glissando and Floor Tom nodded agreement. Fifth didn’t respond. Noteworthy asked, “Fifth, you know That’s Life?”



Fifth laughed. “Do I know a Flank Sinatra tune, he asks? I grew up on his records. I could play it in my sleep.”



“That’s that, I guess,” Noteworthy said.



The melody instruments got set to play. Floor Tom switched from holding sticks to metal brushes, then counted them in: “A-one. A-two. A-one, two, three—” and the horn players were in with a pickup on the “and” of beat three.



Unlike “Hippology”, “That’s Life” was a slow, almost plodding shuffle, which felt even slower than it actually was because the horns were making an effort to stay slightly behind the beat that Octavia and Tom were giving them. Count Neighsie’s big band was one of the most famous of its time, and this had been their closer when they were playing in nightclubs, though as far as Octavia knew, they’d never actually recorded it themselves. Noteworthy, Overtone, and Glissando were each trying to cover multiple parts, with some help from the piano player, and Octavia had to admit they were doing a fine job of it, even considering that Overtone was running on fumes at this point in the night.



Octavia looked over at Glissando and was reminded why the trombone was such a good instrument for pegasi: It didn’t have valves or keys, so they could just hold the slide with a hoof, and they could reach a wing around to put in front of the bell for a wah-wah sound effect. Glissando was, in fact, doing exactly that, as Noteworthy and Overtone had ceded the melody to him for a few phrases.



No, wait, that wasn’t the melody she knew to this tune. Even at the end of the night, there were still solos to be had.



As the piece finally finished, Octavia let herself become aware of the audience for the first time since the start of the set. She never paid attention to them during a performance, orchestral or otherwise, as they were a distraction, but it was the end of the night and she wasn’t going to be playing anything else before she got some sleep.



The drunk crowd seems to like it, anyway. Not that they were good judges, necessarily, but audience approval was generally preferable to the alternative.



“You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here,” rang out the voice of the bartender. Octavia had never actually gotten his name, but he looked like the kind of pony who had been working here since before you were born and would still be working here after you died.



The patrons filed towards the door, and the musicians went to go pack up. For most of them, it didn’t take very long. The piano stayed at the club, of course — that wasn’t the sort of thing you just carried somewhere. Trumpet, trombone, and alto sax didn’t require much disassembly, and double bass didn’t require any (though Octavia still had to wrangle the thing into its case without breaking it). The only thing that might take a while was Floor Tom’s drum set, but he refused to let anyone else touch it.



The manager came over with their payment for the night. It had been a good night, even when they split the proceeds six ways. More than she would have made a lot of other places, certainly. Octavia supposed that was the tradeoff of being up two hours later than everywhere else. She took the money, thanked the club manager, and headed out to go home.



Princess Luna really does a wonderful job with the night sky, Octavia thought, looking up as she walked down the Canterlot streets. I wonder if she saves the more experimental ideas for this late at night, when nopony’s awake to see them if they don’t work? I don’t think she hears how good her work looks very often. I know Night Court still doesn’t have a lot of ponies showing up to it, not like Day Court. Maybe I should drop by sometime?



It wasn’t going to be tonight, she knew that, but… yes, she should tell Princess Luna how much she liked seeing the night sky.



Octavia reached her apartment, went inside, set her bass down, and crawled into bed. As she went to sleep, she reflected on her night. Doing something she loved for people that loved it, getting paid for it, seeing the beauty of the night sky… she wouldn’t trade this life for anything.
      

      
   
      Closure


      

      
      
         Mountains were great places for thinking, but clouds were far more comfortable, especially for a brooding griffon. Gilda had some serious brooding to be done, for her day could not have been any more damaging to her ego, her image, and more importantly, her friendship with Rainbow Dash. Even as the sun began to sink into the horizon by the power of the all-mighty master race among ponies, the griffon could do nothing but brood while she attempted to make sense of the day's earlier events.








A few weeks back, Gilda had received in the form of a letter yet another invitation from Rainbow Dash for her to come visit Ponyville, and catch up on old times. Gilda had been unenthusiastic at the mere mention of the small town, but the prospective of taking a break from her constant training for the Valkyries, an elite group of griffon fliers comparable to the Wonderbolts as far as prestige and ability goes, was what had really deterred her from making the trip all the way to Equestria prior to this invitation. Only the best were even considered for recruits, and out of that small bunch, only the very best would hold up to standard enough to be inducted.



For reasons Gilda now had to question, she dropped her training regime and took seven days out of her schedule to fly straight to Ponyville, with as few breaks as she could manage, visit and play around with Dash for a day, and then make the long trip back to the Griffon Kingdom with what time remained, again taking as few breaks as she could manage. Because of this, she had hoped to capitalize on every moment that she had with Dash, especially with the promise of some flying time with just the two of them.



Everything begun rather nicely, starting with the largely uneventful trip to Ponyville. Gilda managed to push herself to the point in which she only had to break once in Fillydelphia for dinner before finally arriving in the general proximity, a large mountain and the city of Canterlot a major landmark that she was in the right general area.



Gilda could hardly find the place on the map before some pegasus from Cloudsdale had pointed it out to her, describing a large windmill and a tree library as two aerial landmarks to look out for. How was a griffon supposed to spot a library made out of a literal tree from the sky? It would look just like an ordinary tree from above, or at least that was the impression that Gilda originally had.



To her pleasant surprise though, with her acute vision even in the dark, she had been able to make out the unnatural internal lighting of a distinctly larger than usual tree in the middle of what looked to be a small town. Assuming that to be the library earlier mentioned, from there Gilda expanded her search out, doing a distanced fly-by of the many cloud homes until she at last spotted one that fit Dash's description of her place. 



Classical styled columns, check, flowing rainbow run-off, check, and a large domed tower that served as the primary residence. Check. Although she fell asleep outside thanks to the softness of the cloud and the warm, temperate weather, the four or five hours of sleep was welcome relief, though it was abruptly interrupted by the shrill cry of the future pink mare interloper.



"Rise and shine Rainbow Dash! It's a brand new day and we have a lot of pranking-"



Gilda was peering over the side of the cloud and looking towards the source of the sound in a heartbeat, still half asleep as her senses tuned in on this disturbance. She focused in on the speaker, a pink pony with what appeared to be some sort of mask on her face. 



If first impressions meant anything anymore, Gilda and this pony were doomed from the very start to not get along. A party kazoo was hung from the mare's mouth, the "mask" turned out to be some dorky shades and an obnoxious nose from some costume shop. Balloons was her cutie mark, and her mane was some sort of curly, poofy mess that spoke of unpredictable outbursts and a potential to spazz at the slightest twitch. 



In short, the most uncool dork with four legs that Gilda had ever seen to actually have the nerve to speak Dash's name as if she knew her on a first name basis. As far as Gilda knew at the time, Dash would never associate herself with such a dweeb unless she was putting them to shame. The Dash she knew would have probably beaten her to the punch in sending the pony on her way. Gilda was a only a mere moment from dismissing this monstrosity when Rainbow Dash actually greeted the pony, as if she did know her on a first name basis.



"Morning Pinks!" No sooner had Rainbow Dash stated that did she swiftly fly down towards the pony, a wide grin and an excitement that defied belief. Gilda could not comprehend. Rainbow Dash knows this pony? Like, actually knows this pony? Maybe Dash was just opening with something friendly because the pony was a complete stranger. After all, the name "pinks" could refer to the pony's coat coloration.



With the target of her visit on the ground, Gilda followed shortly afterwards, though made sure to keep her distance, expecting at any moment the pink pony to get her feelings hurt.



"Gilda, this is my gal pal, Pinkie Pie."



Gal pal? As in, acquaintance? Gilda let out what she would describe as a cry of disbelief. Okay, so Dash was familiar with this Pinkie Pie. Maybe the pink pony was far cooler than she looked. Not intending on actually addressing Pinkie even still at this point, Gilda only glanced at her briefly before sending her attention elsewheres, as if she was addressing some absent audience unseen to all but herself. "Hey, what's up?"



Though Pinkie seemed to be shocked, awed even, at her mere presence, and she no longer wore that ridiculous getup on her face, Gilda still awaited to hear something redeeming that might would allow her to put two and two together and figure this pony out.



"Pinkie, this is my griffon friend, Gilda." Okay, so at least Dash made it clear that Gilda was not just some gal pal, that the two of them were actual friends. Though it seemed kind of obvious that Gilda was her "griffon friend". After all, it should be common knowledge what a griffon was, even in a land predominately pony populated.



"What's a griffon?"



What's a griffon? What's a griffon? Dash's response to that question did not matter, but the fact that the pink pony had to even ask that question, hanging around with a cool pegasus like Dash, was clear evidence that supported that Gilda's first impression on the pony was correct. That pony had to go before she cramped their style and ruined everything, but if Dash was clearly unwilling to do so, then it was up to Gilda to make sure her visit was not interfered with by the interloper who did not recognize a griffon when she saw one, nor know when to bug off.








Gilda's efforts were rewarded with shame, depravity, and a stormy retreat from a party supposedly thrown in her honor. And of course, what looked to be the closing door for her friendship with Dash. And yet, here she was, here in the evening, resting and brooding atop the tower Dash called home. What was she even doing here now? Clearly the pegasus had no intentions on ditching her lame friends for any length of time, and Gilda was normally not the reasoning type. 



Gilda angrily looked at the pool of rainbow closer to the bottom of the tower, her eyes attempting to ignite the runoff with her frustration alone. "This blows." She flicked a bit of cloud with her talons and watches the tuft slowly descend for a few seconds before becoming a drop of water. Gilda's scowl returned as this reminded her of how swiftly things had turned from bad to worse.



The flapping of wings and the loud, angry snort of a pony turned Gilda's attention skyward. Rainbow Dash, right on cue really. The pegasus had apparently noticed the griffon atop her home and had decided to Gilda rose to her feet and flew upwards while Dash prepared a large, flat cloud for the two to sit upon. 



Once both stood atop the center of the cloud, the two merely stood there, looking at each other as if one or the other was going to speak first. For the first few minutes, no words passed; Dash looked angry. Her wings were all folded up against her sides, her frown and furrowed eyebrows were sharp, and her gaze seemed to seek out Gilda's very soul, or at least some part of her mind that would make sense. Gilda returned the expression, but made sure that her eyes were also narrowed so that there would be no mistaking the object of her attention. She was not here to apologize either.



The sun finished setting before the two actually spoke, and perhaps it was the light in her eyes that had caused Dash to lose focus of her objective earlier, whatever it had been, and caused her to only stare at Gilda for the past few minutes. They stood just within arm's reach of each other, face-to-face; they were not too close nor too far from each other. All Gilda knew was that when the stars came out and the crescent moon hung overhead, the tension began to thaw with the changing temperature. They both knew that this needed to be settled, so rather than drag out the inevitable, Dash began speaking first.



"What are you doing here?" Dash straightened out her eyebrows, as if her concentration was no longer needed, but maintained her otherwise upset demeanor. "I thought this flip-flop was too lame to hang out with." Accompanying this was Dash flexing her wings in agitation, the insult likely gnawing at her for the slight bit of truth in it. Whether she admitted it to herself or not though, Gilda had no intentions on letting it end there.



"I'm here because I came to see you today, not that stupid pink pony." Gilda practically growled between these responses, the mere thought of the day's events coming back to her in full raging force. " That annoying mare purposely set me up, you know that!" Gilda jabbed her talon at Dash's chest, but the mare merely brushed it away, shaking her head. Dash still didn't believe that, it seemed.



"Pinkie Pie threw that party to try to lighten you up, not set you up to fail. Besides, you didn't need any help looking like a complete jerk. You are a jerk, and it took meeting my new friends for you to finally show your true colors."



"I'm the jerk?" Gilda dug her talons into the cloud, her anger, along with some other, much more painful emotion, beginning to well back up in her chest. That other emotion, even without acknowledgment, still seared her insides more than the fury coursing through her veins. "Dash, I fly here from halfway across the world, putting on hold my training for the Valkyries mind you, just so that we could catch up on old times, and you practically show me the door after I was attacked back there at that party. If anypony here was the jerk, it was you, you traitor." 



Dash drew back in disgust, perhaps also in anger at the accusation turned around that suggested that she had betrayed whatever loyalty she owed Gilda. She stomped her hoof to the cloud and more rapidly flapped at her wings to show her agitation, her gaze never leaving Gilda's. "You treated Pinkie Pie like she was some sort of bad guy. She gave us some space, threw you a party, and even refrained from pulling all that many pranks on you. You acted like some sort of victim when the whole time you were the one trying to instigate a fight. And telling me to leave my friend's party which had been thrown in your honor just because you made yourself look like an idiot? What is wrong with you?"



"With me?" Gilda threw her talons into the air in surrender and stood up on her hind legs, feinting guilt. "I am completely in the wrong for trying to make good use of the limited time that I have with my best friend and at the same time maintain some level of dignity. Tar and pluck me while you're at it for trying to make the best of a crap scene." 



Now it was Dash's turn to jab her hoof right onto Gilda's chest, though it was with enough force to nearly cause the griffon to lose her two-footed balance and fall to her back. She remained standing however, but only as she began to come back down to all fours. 



"I get that you wanted to have some fun with me, but what you did back there speaks volumes more about your intent-"



What had originally been intended to be a slapping away of Dash's extended appendage as retaliation turned into a grasping motion, a vice-like grip and a pulling motion yanking the pony forwards towards Gilda, bringing the two face to face. They were so close that they could have bitten each other without craning their necks at this point, could have very well breathed the same air as each other, fish and apple breath respectively between Gilda and Dash giving a hint of the previous meal of the exhaler.



Gilda's retort thus did not need to be any greater in volume than an indoor voice, and so she could instead focus on using tone to try to get through Dash's thick skull the fault on the part of the interloper. "Hanging out here in Ponyville has made you kind of stupid hasn't it? That pink pony wants to play innocent in front of the crowd, but she set me up. She was there in the market-"



"As was, like, a tenth of all of Ponyville. I heard you yelled at Fluttershy for accidentally bumping into you. She tried to apologize, but you just roared at her in response like some wild animal. You definitely saw her coming your way, but just walked right into her anyways." Dash brought her head juts a bit more, the length of her muzzle braced against the length of Gilda's beak in what would normally be a rather unwarranted invasion of personal space. With Gilda having her right foreleg in her grasp though, it seemed only fair that Dash literally butt heads with her old friend.



"She was walking backwards in the middle of the street," Gilda retorted, the smell of Dash's apple breath reminding her clearly of the Marketplace incident. "I don't care if she was guiding Princess Celestia herself, you don't just walk backwards through a busy street and not look where you're going. And if you are gonna do some stupid shit like that, you at least have the spine to stand your ground when rightfully confronted by your carelessness. From what I've seen, most of your new friends are-"



"Are what?" Dash practically challenged Gilda to finish that sentence as she pressed ever harder against Gilda's head.  "What are they?" 



Gilda was not well known for turning down challenges. She would ensure to speak the first sentence slowly, to make sure every syllable was properly enunciated for effect. "Lame." 



From there, Gilda returned to a more natural pace of speech, but she made sure to include the disdain that accompanied the thought of Dash's new friends. "They have no competitive spirit, no backbone, hardly even fit to breathe the same air as the likes of us." Gilda both shoved forward and released Dash at the same time. "That's what they are."



Dash did not stumble back more than a few feet, acquiring her footing very swiftly after this forced distancing. She continued with her piercing gaze even as Gilda continue with a warning. "If you don't watch out, they will convert you too. If we were in Cloudsdale, you can bet that pathetic pony crowd wouldn't have made any of the cuts to the top." 



"You have got it all wrong." Dash stated it firmly, plainly, and with a fiery gaze, wings outstretched in defiance. Generalizing all of Dash's friends to be like Fluttershy had apparently been a step in the wrong direction to proving the point that Gilda's actions were hardly harsh and unjustified. "Fluttershy is incredibly sensitive, but the rest of my friends would have bucked your face in for coming at them like that. Unlike you, they actually care about the feelings of other ponies around them-" 



"And not being a pony means I don't count right?" Gilda snorted, some bits of smoke coming from her nose as a result. Was that what this was about? Dash taking the side of her new pony friends because they were ponies in a pony town? "Being humiliated and brushed off, all one after the other and in less than one hour, all by the pony I flew all the way here to see is completely all right with you as long as your other friends don't smell their own shit. What a joke." 



Gilda turned away from Dash and walked a few feet towards an edge of the cloud, wrapping her wings about herself in a sort of self-embrace. Gilda's chest seemed to tighten, the back of her throat felt like lurching air, and her eyes were beginning to water as she sat down, peering over the edge of the cloud at the darkened cloud home below. Blinking away, she flicked her tail irritably at the silence that had filled the previous gap. 



"I'll admit that I made a mistake going to that party, knowing damn well that it was nothing more than a setup. But I figured you at least would have my back. Instead, you just left me hanging out to dry." 



Gilda briefly looked over her shoulder at Dash, seeing the mare beginning to relax her body posture at last, a sign of her somewhat giving way to the sincerity in Gilda's statement. Gilda then turned away again, angrily attempting to once again set afire the pool of rainbow that flowed towards the ground below with her gaze alone. Wanting to rid herself of the bitter taste of betrayal after a few moments of this staring, Gilda spat in the general direction of the pool below, managing to land her shot directly into the rainbow pool.



Dash sighed, a few flaps of her wings signaling that she was approaching from behind. She seemed to be approaching Gilda's left flank. "Gilda, you said that you were down for a good prank. Like I said back there, not all of them were meant for you. And some of those were truly just accidents." 



Now here on the edge of the cloud, Dash sat down next to Gilda, though her body seemed to have some tension remaining in it, her wings once again tucked tightly about her person. Gilda turned her head away in rejection of eye contact, and so that the fringe signs of tears could not be spotted. Closing her eyes and then re-opening them, Gilda sighed, though she didn't even have the heart to really let out an angry breath within it.



"A good prank, yes, I enjoy. Not a series of pranks all aimed at humiliating me." Gilda refused to comply with the notion that it was all an accident, a coincidence. Pinkie had clearly set her up from the very start of that engagement with that buzzer trick. Pinkie knew that Dash had set all those pranks up as a gag for the party guests, and she had personally had a hand in maneuvering Gilda into each and every single one of them so that it would only appear as bad luck. 



But maybe that was giving the pink pony quite the credit in hindsight. After all, that would have taken some level of cunning and, to some degree, composure to pull it off as well as she did. In hindsight, those pranks were not half bad, and seemed extremely well planned out considering the order of events that the party had scheduled. Or maybe her special talent involved pranks, party throwing, and being incredibly annoying, all while maintaining an air of innocence among the ones she calls friends. 



Maybe that was why she had been so effective in humiliating her. Gilda had vastly underestimated the pony when they first met, but now, after having seen the pony in action, she saw Pinkie Pie in a far different light. She realized that there had been far more than what met the eye about the pony, and it was perhaps because of that that Dash could not see what was so malicious about what she so clearly did.



A few feathers at first, and then an entire wing brushed against Gilda's left side, causing the griffon to spread her own wings out, thoughts of conspiracy temporarily taking flight from her mind. With only a moment's more hesitation, she found her left wing over Dash's back, Dash's right wing at her back, and the distinct pulling that brought the two together in a half-wing embrace. It was strange being this close to Dash and still not directly looking at her, and even stranger that this gesture was actually making her feel a little better.



"I'm sorry that things worked out the way that they did. We can always try again later after this blows over. Next time Pinkie might can be a little more understanding of your ways, and you can try being a little nicer-" 



"No, Dash. I'm sorry for calling your pranks lame, but it's not that simple." And just like that, the embrace felt icy all of a sudden, contrived and designed. The pink pony would never understand her nor her mannerisms, and if she could help it, she would never allow amends between Gilda and Dash. There could be no next time under those conditions, because that pink pony was an adversary on her own turf, and even if she were to bring the pony to her turf, Dash would never forgive Gilda for doing serious harm to her for as long as they were friends. 



Gilda looked towards Dash, noticing a slight amount of watering in her eyes as well. The tightness in Gilda's chest changed to pain, but not the kind of sharp pain that would have one flying off to the hospital and coughing up fluid. It was the kind of pain that came with emotional ache, emotional distress. Unwilling to be restrained any longer, Gilda's eyes returned to their previously watery state, the griffon once again having to blink them away. Something had to give.



"When we started out at Flight Camp, we were just two kids looking to liven up the daily regimen of fly, train, eat, sleep, rinse, and repeat. To become the best, and have some fun on our way there. It's been nearly ten years now since the last day we saw each other face to face, with letters the only communication we have had since. We've walked very different paths since then. We have both changed since then. Our circles of friends would probably kill each other off if they were to be trapped in a single room together." 



Here Gilda would laugh a little, though she noticed that Dash did not seem to share in her humor.  "It's probably best that we accept that, and everything that goes along with it." 



Gilda and Dash broke the wing hug almost without thinking, as if a cue had been given that the sentiment was doing more harm than good and needed to cease. Folding their wings back to their sides for a few seconds, Dash frowned and fervently blinked away tears.



"But, Gilda," Dash protested, flapping her wings in in stubborn resistance to resigning to end their relationship here. "We've grown apart, but that doesn't mean that we can't be friends. It would take some work on everyone's part, but I'm sure we could make it work-" 



"Dash, stop. Just stop-" 



"How about you stop!" Dash pushed Gilda further to the right, apparently the melancholy moment returning to hostility. "We could all be really good friends, but you just aren't willing to try. All you would need to do is be a bit nicer, and apologize to Fluttershy and Pinkie Pie. Not that hard." 



Gilda did not stumble very far, though her back was now dangerously close to the edge of the cloud. Gilda grasped a piece of cloud as she regained her footing and her temper, the condensed water returning to liquid state in her grip. When she then chucked it over the side of the cloud, it was more like flinging water than anything else. Now nearly a pony's length away from Dash, the cool breeze that had snuck in only fanned the increasing flames. 



 "I would rather be clipped of my wings than apologize to Pinkie Pie." Gilda spun fiercely towards Dash so that she could now face her, her anger beginning to replace her earlier anguish. "That pony is the reason we are even having this talk. Had she just butt out for a single day, we could have had our time together, I would have headed out in the morning, and she could have had you all to herself afterwards. But no, she was determined to ruin this occasion and separate us-"



"For the last time, Pinkie Pie did not set you up!" Dash insisted, wings flared out, her voice rising to near shout levels. Her legs were spread out as if she were preparing to charge forward. "It was all an accident, by dumb bad luck. She did not mean for you to blow it all out of proportion and falsely accuse her of things she didn't do. You did that on your own."



Gilda snorted, flicking her tail irritably. Pain replaced with passionate fire, and tenderness overcome by violent anger. "I did what any self-respecting griffon would do when under attack like that. I did not just turn the other cheek after that last straw, that last joke that she played directly on me. You believe what you want, but I will never stoop so low as to give her the pleasure of my tongue on her hooves while I apologize for being myself. The best don't grovel, nor do they seek the forgiveness of those less than them; that's something I learned back at Camp, and something that you seem to have forgotten-" 



Gilda had barely gotten the words from her beak when in a flash of bright blue and a myriad of other colors, a cyan hoof struck her across the face. The strike was fast and forceful, sending her off of the cloud and plummeting below in a mild haze. Midnight blue and a few brighter than usual stars lit up Gilda's field of vision for a few minutes while she vainly flapped her wings in order to slow her descent and perhaps regain some of her bearings. 



She landed on the front path of Dash's home with a pooft sound, the cloud being a far better place to land than the ground below it. Even though she landed on a cloud, the landing still hurt in more ways than one, the idea of Dash getting a sucker punch a kick to her already limping ego. Shaking her head clear, Gilda watched Dash land a few feet in front of her, fury present on her face while she looked down upon the griffon. 



"The best also don't bully those they see as weaker than them, nor do they lie just to make themselves look good. If you can't see past your own issues, then maybe it is for the best that we part ways, because I don't need a liar and a bully for a friend."



Gilda rose to her feet, huffing and puffing in anger. She brought a talon to her open beak, wiping a few drops of blood off in the process.  After a brief inspection of her talon, she noticed Dash lowering her head somewhat, as if she was expecting some sort of physical retaliation from Gilda. "Alright, fine. Unlike your friend Pinkie, I can take a hint."



Dash seemed startled, as evidenced from the shocked look on her face and her rising to a stand rather than crouch. Perhaps Dash had been expecting a fight. Maybe she wanted Gilda to attempt to let loose on her. Maybe she wanted a murder attempt from the griffon so that she could further heap onto the pile of wrongs that Gilda had supposedly committed in a single day.



Gilda was not going to give any of that to her. "She started it by butting into our time together, and I guess she wanted it finished with me leaving for good. Well, I guess she has me beat this round." 



Gilda took to the air with a mighty leap, flapping her wings fervently to hover, looking at her former friend's scowl with a detached gaze. "When you see her for what she truly is, then just shoot me a letter. I'll gladly help you sort her out, and fly against you just like the old days. Till then, good luck." 



And she meant it. For now, Dash was blind to the malice of Pinkie PIe and the wrong of the entire day's events. Dash was never the brightest pegasus around, and Gilda had never been the brightest griffon; Dash not comprehending, not believing really, the truth of the story was not entirely because Dash purposely put on blinders. She was simply ignorant to it, like Gilda had been when she first encountered Pinkie Pie. 



But with time, Dash might would see the truth. She might would see Pinkie Pie for the conniving interloper she was today. Even Gilda had been tricked on first sight into thinking that she was just some dumb dweeb, and as a consequence, paid for her prejudice and carelessness with a childhood bond and large chunks of her dignity.



With this in mind, Gilda set off, heading upwards towards the starry sky. Before she flew too far, she heard the sound of wing flaps, which signaled that Dash flying after her. Though comparable in speeds, the cyan pegasus was still just a little bit faster, and as such easily intercepted her by cutting her off mid-flight. Gilda stopped flying forward, and merely watched the defiant Rainbow Dash stare her down, dead set on having the last word. "When you decide to let it go, and want to make amends. Just shoot me a letter, and I'll help you patch things up with Pinkie and Fluttershy. Till then, good luck to you too, Gilda."



And then Dash flew to the side, once again permitting Gilda a straight flight path onwards. It was no apology, but Gilda did not expect one, nor did she really want one.  Their old friendship she knew and held dear was gone, with only a parting challenge to see who would remain stubborn the longest the only token of remembrance that she could take home with her. Gilda proceeded to fly on ahead, the conversation concluded, the visit over, with now all that remained to look forward to was the long flight home.



And yet, though that door had been closed, it had not been sealed off for good. And that, oddly enough, was very satisfying to Gilda. It was a long flight home from here, and it would no doubt be a long time before she returned to Ponyville much less Equestria. She had just closed the door to one of her oldest friendships, and though that weighed her body down much like dead weights tied to her talons, she was uplifted by that simple fact confirmed by their parting words to each other. That fact alone brought both a small smile and a steady stream of tears as she flew through the night sky, wanting nothing more than the day of revelation to quickly come.



For Gilda could not wait for the time when they could re-open the door to their friendship again in good spirits. 
      

      
   
      Good Taste


      

      
      
         “I’m just saying,” Twilight said, “that in many cultures, what we call ‘nepotism’ is considered a virtue.”



Applejack shook her head. “I already told you, Twilight, I don’t want any royal monopoly on apples.”



“It isn’t technically dishonest if I tell everypony I’m doing it.”



“Any sentence starts with the word “technically” is dishonest.”



“Technically, it didn’t start with—”



Applejack cut her off with one hoof. “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.” 



Twilight sighed. She looked up at the old wooden sign overhead saying “Sweet Apple Acres”, just above the new banner saying “For Sale,” to the side of the cardboard placard saying “Yard sale! Everything must go!”



“Applejack, I have a palace made out of crystal and magical gemstones. I could chip enough gems out of one wall to pay off your mortgage.”



“It ain’t the money,” Applejack said.



“What, then?”



Applejack grunted as she rolled another empty cider barrel into place in the display of farm goods for sale. Then she turned to Twilight with a scowl. “It’s Pinkie.”



Twilight brightened instantly. “I can help with that! I know an ancient Hoofian meditation technique you can use when she’s around to lower your blood pressure and visualize everything she says and does as a bee buzzing in the background.”



“No, Twilight, it ain’t that neither. It’s her cupcakes.”



Twilight frowned thoughtfully. “You mean her cupcakes that have been voted to the top of the “Best of Ponyville” board at city hall every day for the past three years?”



Applejack gritted her teeth. “Those would be the ones.”



“Applejack,” Twilight said. “You aren’t… jealous?”



“I ain’t jealous,” Applejack said. “But I ain’t stupid, neither. Enough is enough, I’m saying. Look, Twi. It takes years to make a Sweet Apple Acres pie. I plant the trees. I water the trees. I wrap them in burlap when it’s cold. I chase off the varmints and insects that try to eat them. I buck the apples, haul them, sort them, wash them, peel them, and then it’s time to start baking. And then I use a recipe that’s been handed down from Apple to Apple since my great-grandaddy’s time to make the crust, and another recipe handed down since my great-great-granddam’s time to make the filling, and I bake it using the special Apple combination of earth pony magic, know-how, and instinct, depending on the variety, size, and age of the apples used, until the texture and flavor are exactly right. It’s flavored with a subtle combination of spices and thickeners, most of which we grow or gather here on the farm, that produces a complex series of sensations of taste and fullness in the mouth and belly of any pony discriminatin’ enough to partake of an Apple apple pie.”



“I know! That’s why I always come here for my pies!”



“Yeah, you and a few dozen other ponies. Meanwhile, Pinkie throws some cheap store-bought flour in a mixer, dumps in some water and enough sugar to choke a horse, stirs it up, bakes it, and she’s the talk of the town!”



“Applejack. Don’t let that bother you. You’re a true artiste, as Rarity would say.”



“I don’t wanna be an arteest,” Applejack said. “I wanna be on the top of that board. I wanna make food ponies eat and enjoy. Why do they only like bad food baked by a pony with no taste?”



Twilight bit her lip. “You can’t make objective evaluations of taste, Applejack. Pinkie has a different set of gustatory values.”



“Hogwash,” Applejack said. “I’m not sayin’ she has poor judgement, Twilight. I’m sayin’ the girl has blasted her tastebuds with so much sugar and spice she cannot taste her food. She’s just addicted to the sugar rush. She might as well pour a bag of sugar down her throat. Which sometimes she does.”



“Applejack,” Twilight said indignantly. “Just because you don’t share Pinkie’s taste in desserts—”



“You remember that time she baked two batches then forgot which batch was marshberry and which was jalapeño, and she had to ask you to taste them for her?”



Twilight shuddered. “Distinctly.”



“Okay, then.”



“Who would even think marshberry cupcakes were a good idea?”



“That’s what I’m saying, Twilight. The girl literally has no taste.”



“But Applejack, you know eater response theory says that’s irrelevant.”



“Yeah, well, her eaters ain’t got no taste neither. You gotta drown them in sugar afore they can taste anything at all. Them cupcakes are so sugary you could pour rat poison into her batter and nopony could tell the difference.”



“Actually, rat poison is tasteless. And illegal, ever since the Big/Small Mammal Treaty of Nine-Seventy-Seven. But you can’t say she has no taste. Some of her flavors are perpetually popular.”



Applejack snorted. “Blind luck. She just throws things into her mixer and stirs, and then gives the ponies more of whatever they buy the most of.”



“Actually, that’s a surprisingly powerful optimization method.”



“Yeah, well, maybe for cupcakes. It ain’t gonna get you a real meal. Them town ponies, all they want is cupcakes with sprinkles, and muffins dusted with powdered sugar with them little chocolate bits inside—”



“Mmm,” Twilight said.



Applejack glared at her.



“...-hmm," she finished. "You’re right. That’s all they want. Those foolish ponies.”



Applejack stomped one hoof on the grass defiantly. “Well, from now on, that’s all they’re gettin’ from me! I’m gonna move to town and open a bakery right across the street from Pinkie, and bake poofy sugar-soaked flourballs, and we’ll see who’s the real baker in this town!”



“Um…” Twilight dragged one hoof over the grass hesitantly. “Are you sure that’s wise?”



Applejack finished hammering another “Yard Sale!” sign into the ground, then spit out the hammer and glowered at Twilight. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Just that you may not have as large a competitive advantage in pastries as you would in your current—”



“You don’t think I can bake cupcakes to beat Pinkie’s!”



“Well,” Twilight said, “I didn’t say that, but—”



“Come here.” Applejack led the way to the farmhouse. They scraped their hooves off on the mat, and as Applejack pulled the door open with her teeth, Twilight smelled a wonderful yeasty aroma drifting out from the kitchen.



“Behold!” Applejack said, pointing to a drying rack that had been rolled up next to the oven. On it were two metal trays full of cupcakes.



Twilight sniffed the air. “Let me guess,” she said. “Apple?”



Applejack harrumphed. “Apples are too good for them cupcake-eaters. No, Twilight. They need something loud and attention-seeking enough to shout over all that sugar and butter. They’re gettin’… cherries!” Applejack rose up, lifting her front legs above her head, and began to laugh with a wild gleam in her eyes.



“Can… can you not do the evil laugh?” Twilight asked. “It’s giving me Nightmare Moon flashbacks, and—”



Applejack yanked a cupcake from one of the racks and stuffed it into Twilight’s open mouth.



“Mmmph…” Twilight’s eyes widened. She started to chew, and her eyes widened further. Finally, she swallowed, licked her lips, and swallowed again.



“Applejack,” she said. “This is good!”



Applejack narrowed her eyes.



“What’s wrong? It’s really good! I mean, it would be good, if I were the kind of mare who enjoyed such low-brow fare.”



“Why do you sound so surprised?” Applejack asked.



“Eh-heh. It’s just that, you know, it’s not… your thing.”



Applejack walked slowly towards Twilight. “First. That there cupcake, while good for a cupcake, is the single worst culinary abomination I have ever baked in my life.” She kept walking until her nose was up against Twilight’s, and kept on walking. “Second, what do you mean, ‘not my thing’? COOKING IS MY THING!”



“I thought honesty was your thing?...”



“Food is honesty. Food is about taking some smug, self-satisfied pony and confronting her with the flavors of real life. The honest, simple taste of field-grown apples and carrots and lettuce, not smothered in screaming spices, but blended and contrasted to make ponies taste the variety and richness of life. It’s not about pandering to one solitary taste receptor, giving the same simple sugary sweetness over and over again!”



“Applejack…”



“I study food, Twilight. I study it like you study magic. I know how hot how fast each part of my oven gets and how the air moves in it. I can take any food known to Ponyville and tell you the plusses and minuses of frying, baking, roasting, broiling, grilling, poaching, boiling, braising, steaming, or stewing it, in or on clay, metal, glass, wood or stone. I know all the multitudes of textures, moistures, an’ consistencies possible to fruits, grains, and vegetables an’ how to make them all happen.”



“Uh, Applejack?”



“An’ if you think the reason I haven’t baked over-flavored nutrient-free mass-produced concoctions of sugar, flour, butter, and bad decisions is because I couldn’t—”



“Applejack? Can’t... breathe...”



Applejack stepped back, letting Twilight rebound from the wall she’d been pinned against and begin gasping for air. “Sorry, Twilight.”



“But, Applejack,” Twilight said when she’d finished coughing. “Who’s going to give sophisticated eaters the solid, healthy fare that they need?”



Applejack snorted. “Somepony dumber than me.”








In another week, the Apples had set up shop in a store on Main Street. Big Mac and Apple Bloom were halfway through moving Granny Smith and their other belongings into the flat above the store when Twilight stopped by to see Applejack. There was a sign in the plate-glass window saying “GRAND OPENING THIS MANEDAY!” A bell on the door rang when Twilight stepped inside, and Applejack walked slowly out from behind the counter’s still-empty display case to greet her. She walked with a funny three-one, three-one gait, and wobbled slightly.



“So,” Applejack asked. “What’d Spike say?”



“Spike?”



“You took a bag of them cupcakes home to get his opinion on them, remember?”



“Oh. Right. He, um, liked them a lot.”



Applejack leaned against a table, four chairs stacked upside-down on top of it, and closed her eyes.



“Applejack!” Twilight said. “Are you ill?”



“Never been sick a day in my life,” Applejack said. Then she stumbled and fell.



Twilight ran to her and helped her back to her hooves.



“...though, I admit, there was times I was powerful dizzy and vomitous for a week or two.”



“Well, I’ve got news that will put a spring back in your step. You can re-open the farm! I’ve solved your problems!”



Applejack blinked at Twilight. “Your hair is doing that frizzy thing again.”



“Applejack, how many times have I told you that extruded hair is dead and can in no way respond to a pony’s cognitive state? Now, remember when you said that nopony would notice if I poured rat poison into Pinkie’s ingredients?”



Applejack took a step back. “Twilight,” she said, one hoof still hanging in the air before her. “What have you done?”



“Oh, Applejack! Don’t be silly. You know I wouldn’t poison Pinkie’s cupcakes!”



“Of course,” Applejack said, sounding groggy, but reassured. “I know you’d never do a thing like that, Twi. Least, not when you’re in your right mind.” She leaned forward and peered closely at Twilight.



“I just cast a spell on all of Pinkie’s cupcakes that would put anyone who ate one into a deep sleep for ten years, so that during that time we can establish a strong cultural, physical, and economic infrastructure to support healthy food full of subtle gustatory sensations and contrasts, and rebuild Equestrian cuisine around a core of culinary excellence!”



Applejack keeled over in a faint.



“Applejack?” Twilight kneeled over her, turned her head, and put her ear next to Applejack’s mouth to listen.



She heard… snoring.



Twilight found an oven hoof-mitt and slid it under Applejack’s head to make her more comfortable. Then she began to search the kitchen, checking the icebox and opening drawers and cupboards.



Finally she looked in the large metal bin that held the kitchen’s trash. After turning the top layer of detritus over, she floated a crumpled pink paper bag out of the trash, with a few sugary crumbs still in it.



“Oh, dear,” she said.



She walked past the food-prep counter with its rows of hanging ladles and knife sharpeners, past the three washing sinks, and out the kitchen’s back door into the alley. Big Mac was slumped on the ground between the hitching poles of the Apples’ wagon, still in the traces, snoring soundly.



Twilight hurried back through the kitchen, through the empty dining area, and out the front door, onto the main street of Ponyville.



She stood there on the boardwalk, stretching her ears to catch the morning sounds of ponies on their way to work.



Far off down the street, a bird twittered.



Twilight galloped down the street towards her palace. All along the way, she passed ponies asleep in the middle of the street, in rocking chairs in front of their houses, or with their muzzles hanging out of windows.



“Spike!” she said as she burst through her front door. “Spike, send a message to the princess, quick! The real princess, I mean!”



Her voice echoed down the crystal halls and then died away.



“Spike?”



She found him snoring with that adorable baby-dragon buzz of his, in the kitchen, face-down in a pile of Pinkie’s cupcakes.



“Oh, Spike.”



Now she couldn’t send Celestia a message.



Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe, just maybe, Celestia wouldn’t miss Twilight’s weekly letters for ten years or so. She was a very busy pony, after all.



Twilight floated the pile of magically-booby-trapped cupcakes into the dustbin and washed the table clean around Spike, being careful not to wake him even though she knew it was theoretically impossible to do so. Spike, at least, wouldn’t be angry about sleeping for ten years.



She began to enumerate all the things she’d have to do to take care of her ponies for the next ten years. Some things would be simpler, now that they were all asleep. The library, for one. But she’d have to move them all to more comfortable locations so they wouldn’t wake up with permanently-sore necks and backs. How would she even figure out where they all went? She wasn’t Pinkie; she didn’t know everypony in town. What if she put the wrong two ponies together in the same bed?



The only responsible thing to do was to experiment with combining different ponies in bed together, and determine by observation of their movements which ones were most compatible. Fortunately, she’d already worked out a sleep-behavior coding protocol for just this situation. And Applejack wouldn’t be there to say no this time.



What about all of Fluttershy’s animals? If she couldn’t figure out a spell to take care of them, she’d have to set them all free. Fluttershy would be devastated.



She’d need to create a schedule for hoof-clipping, mane trimming, grass mowing—she supposed the sheep and cows would help—periodic building repair, weeding…



Her tail began to twitch with excitement. She needed to make a checklist!



She trotted to her new desk in her enormous new study, rolled the cover up, and had just decided on a #10 checklist with a square border and a beige background when she was interrupted by her stomach growling.



Then Twilight realized Spike’s slumber meant something much worse than not being able to send messages to Celestia: She would have to do her own cooking for the next ten years.



But this was not a problem. Recipes were, after all, checklists, written in books. Presumably Twilight would therefore be a perfect cook, unless the cookbook were defective. And she had an enormous selection of cookbooks! In the library, that is. It was ordinarily one of her most bothersome sections, since ponies sometimes checked out the books in it, but now it might finally be useful!



She bounded down into the library and horn-yanked the entire cookbook section, then trotted back to the kitchen with the books floating behind her in the air like foals trailing behind the Piebald Piper. She piled them up on the kitchen table and began searching for recipes for high-quality meals of the type that she would establish as Ponyville cuisine over the next ten years. Something healthy. Something yeasty. Something fluffy. Something...



She sighed, then went over and shut the lid of the dustbin, shutting in the smell of freshly-baked cupcakes.



Where was she? Oh, yes. Something healthy. Something…



Was there really no one else awake in Ponyville?



She went to the kitchen window, which had a view straight down Main Street from one floor up. As far as she could see, nothing moved except pendants flapping in the wind.



She climbed up the spiral crystal stairway in the north tower, reflecting again each time she slipped and nearly plunged off the edge that crystal was a terrible material to make stairs from. When she got to the top, she opened the trap door to the roof, and surveyed the town.



She had an excellent view from behind the crenellations. From this height, she could see every street and every building in Ponyville, just as she’d been able to from her bedroom window in Golden Oak Library. The roof was even better, because keeping a telescope there didn’t seem creepy. Not that it would be of much use now.



No, not a soul was stirring. Not in one street, not in one window.



She went back down, satisfied that she was completely alone, and returned to the kitchen to prepare her meal.



They were, she decided afterwards with some satisfaction, some of the best cupcakes she’d ever eaten.
      

      
   
      Back to Normal


      

      
      
         	Six ponies and a little dragon stood in the library of Twilight Sparkle's new castle.  The Princess was busily attaching wires and leads between an odd-looking stone arch engraved with magic runes and a large cylindrical device resembling an earthquake seismometer.



	"Twilight, it's almost time for the ceremony.  We have to be outside in less than an hour!" Rainbow Dash grumbled.  "This is not the time for another egghead science experiment."



	Applejack cleared her throat.  "Rainbow's got a point, sugarcube.  We oughta be gettin' gussied up right about now..."



	"Thank you, darling," said Rarity, standing by a freestanding rack of formal dresses.  "These should only take a few minutes to get into, but it's always better when a lady doesn't need to rush things.  Oh, and Spike?  Do be a dear and watch the entry for us?" Rarity said, making a 'shoo' motion with her hoof.



	The little dragon sighed.  "You guys do know you don't normally wear clothes, right?  It's not like I'm going to see anything."



	Rarity rolled her eyes.  "Clothing isn't meant to hide, darling.  It is meant to accentuate.  And when one is in the process of putting it on, well...  Let's just say it can accentuate the wrong things," she said, then gently reached down to pet Spike on the head.  "And let's face it, darling, you like some of the mystery, don't you?" Rarity asked, batting her eyes.



	Spike's purple cheeks blushed a deep shade of red.  "I'll... just stand out there," he said.  He quickly ran outside the library entrance and shut the door behind him.  Pinkie Pie giggled.



	"We can start dressing while Twilight works," Fluttershy said.  "Um, if that's okay with you, Twilight..."



	"Look, everypony, this will only take another minute," Twilight Sparkle said.  "I know I haven't told you what this is yet, but I'm so excited about it I would just pop if I didn't have a chance to try it out first!  I've been looking over Star Swirl's notes on interdimensional travel..."



	"Um, Twilight?  Didn't Princess Celestia warn you about the enter-dimming-channel thingies after our last trip to Torrid Equestria almost destroyed both of our universes?" Pinkie Pie asked.  "Because that might be a bad thing."



	"Yeah, what she said," added Applejack.  "Are you sure this is safe, Twi?"



	"Ugh.  Yes, it's completely safe," Twilight insisted.  "We're not going to cross the threshold, we're only going to look inside.  Besides, it took Celestia more than a millenium to mess things up that badly."  Twilight Sparkle tapped a button on the seismometer device and it hummed to life.  The runes on the arch began to glow.



	"Ohhhh, I'm not sure about this," Fluttershy said, cowering back against the hanging dresses.



	"Don't be such a spoilsport, Fluttershy," Rainbow Dash said.  "Twilight's got a good track record.  This should be awesome, whatever the hay it is."



	Pinkie Pie ran up and playfully tapped at the runes.  "Don't leave us in suspense, Twi!  What does it do!?"



	Twilight Sparkle grinned.  "I believe I have found a way to open a portal to literally any world we can imagine!  All I need are the proper coordinates.  Of course, I don't know which coordinates go where, yet," she admitted.  "I'll just have to try random guesses until something works."



	Pinkie gasped.  "Try 00002-R-63-M6!" she shouted.



	Twilight chuckled.  "Oh Pinkie, that's not even the right format for..." she said, then played a little with the dials on the device.  "Well, I'll be feathered.  Somehow, that actually goes somewhere.  That shouldn't even be possible!  How...?"



	"Just a hunch," Pinkie said, grinning.



	"Okay, now even I'm concerned.  Not scared, of course, just concerned," Dash said.  Rarity and Applejack exchanged smirks.



	"Here we go!" said Twilight, as Applejack pulled Pinkie Pie away from the archway.  Princess Twilight Sparkle placed her pair of goggles on tightly, grinned like a mad scientist, and yanked a large metal lever on the device.  A humming noise emanated from the machine and grew ever louder.  A deep green light began to illuminate first the archway, then the device itself, and then the entire room began to glow.  Everypony in the room shut their eyes.



	"It's too bright!  Shut it off, Twilight!" shouted Applejack over the loud din of the humming device.  And just like that, the noise and light ceased in an instant.  Everypony in the room blinked and looked around.



	"Great, now everything looks like Pinkie Pie," Rainbow Dash moaned.  The room looked like a few pony-shaped pink blobs against a background of pink.



	"That's due to the color of the light.  Green and magenta are opposites, so for a minute or two things might look a little pink, that's all," said Twilight Sparkle.  "I'm really sorry everypony!  I don't know what could have gone wrong.  It started pulling an incredible amount of mana, and the mana should have been restricted to the gate..."



	Twilight felt her way over to the gate and inspected it.  It was still very hard to see clearly, but it was obvious that no doorway had opened.



	"Um, Twilight?" said a soft but very unfamiliar voice.  "Your voice sounds a little strange.  Wait... oh, my!  So does mine..."



	"Is that you Fluttershy?" said Rainbow Dash, whose voice was almost normal, but not quite right.  "My wings don't feel right either.  I feel like I weigh too much."



	"Ah can't really tell over here, feels pretty much the same," said an unfamiliar voice whose prosody and pronunciation matched Applejack's to a tee.  "Ah feel a little different in the, er, underbelly location, but that could just be nerves.  At least my hat's alright," she added, tapping the brim with a hoof.



	"Oh no.  It's happened to me too," said a voice much like Rarity's, rich and sonorous, except perhaps an octave deeper.  "There's something resting on the top of my muzzle, I think, like a mask?" she gasped.



	"Woo!  This is so cool!" said a bubbly voice that could only have been Pinkie Pie's, from a bouncing shape that could only be Pinkie Pie.  Except it wasn't anything like Pinkie's voice: it was much deeper.



	"EVERYPONY!  Calm down and have a seat until we can actually see what the hey is going on," Twilight's shape said.  "I'm sure I can fix whatever this is.  Just a simple magical backfire or... well, something.  Just try to relax."  Twilight walked over to the herd and sat on the carpeting with four of her friends.  Pinkie Pie simply continued pronking about the library.



	"This feels so weird!" Pinkie bubbled, in that strange voice that definitely wasn't hers.  "Everything's a little heavier, too.  Oh, wow!  Maybe Twilight turned up gravity all over Equestria?" she asked.



	"No, because then we'd all notice it," said Twilight Sparkle.  "Besides, not even I can do something that catastrophic, thank Sun.  I mean, the death toll would be in the millions.  No, wait, it'd be a lot worse than that.  It would probably kill off everypony and everything else, except for certain species of plants and insects..."



	"Twilight!  Please stop saying things like that," ordered Rarity, "or you're going to scare our dear Fluttershy."  A soft squeak arose from the cowering pony.



	"AJ was right, this was a bad idea," griped Rainbow Dash in her slightly-off voice.  "Hey, can't you see us, Dusk?  You had goggles on!"



	"Hush, you," said the Applejack-shaped pony.



	"They aren't that kind of goggles," said Twilight Sparkle.  "Wait, what did you just call me...?"  Her vision began to clear as the pink shapes grew more distinct.



	"Did I say something weird?  Look, I'm sorry, but I'm kind of having a hard time concentrating right now," said Dash.



	"Um...  W-why is everypony, well, bigger?" asked Fluttershy, squinting.  Everypony did, in fact, look a little larger.  Their manecuts were markedly different, as well: most were quite short, except Rarity's which was the same length, and Rainbow Dash's which was longer than normal.  And their muzzles were much larger...  The implication was unmistakable, even if nopony wanted to believe it.



	"What's going on?" asked Rarity, the nervousness apparent in her now-deeper voice.  "Why do you all look different?"



	"This... this isn't possible," said Twilight Sparkle.  "Magic can't cause this kind of change!  I should know, I've done an extensive body of research on it!  Granted, the theory on why it can't work is still open, but the failure to find a magical solution is what's driven all the research in the medical field instead..."



	"Pfft!  Applebrandy, you look just like a dude!" Rainbow Dash said, then started laughing.



	"Y'know, funny you should mention that, sugarcube: despite havin' a big fat muzzle, that long mane of yours makes you look a little more like a girl," grinned Applebrandy.



	"WHAT?!" exclaimed Rainbow Dash.  "Somepony hoof me some scissors, now."



	"Rainbow Blitz, no!  Anything we do to our new bodies might make it harder to change back!" Twilight warned.



	"This is so super-duper cool!!!" raved Pinkie Pie, finally returning to the herd.  She thrust her head between her forelegs, looking back across her underbelly.



	Rarity looked around her.  "Our new bodies?  You're all... stallions.  Why are you all stallions?" she asked, eyeing everypony as colors began returning to normal in her vision.  Her eyes suddenly widened in horror.  "Oh no.  No no no no no," she gasped, looking around at her body, then reaching under her barrel with a hoof.



	Rarity shrieked and fainted.  Pinkie Pie looked up momentarily, then tucked her head back between her legs.



	The door to the library opened, and Spike ran inside.



	"Oh no.  Spike, this isn't what it looks like," Twilight said.



	"What are you talking about Dusk Shine?  It's exactly what it looks like!" countered Pinkie Pie, without even bothering to lift her head.



	"Elusive!" cried Spike, as he reached down and cradled the unicorn's head in his arms.  Spike didn't look quite the same, though.  He was a little thinner, his frills were larger, his spines were softer and smaller...



	"Oh no.  It happened to Spike too," Applebrandy said.



	Spike looked up to Dusk Shine with a pout on his face.  "Dusk, from now on I'm staying if you do an experiment with Elusive around.  I don't care if you guys are getting dressed."



	"Okay, now this is completely impossible!  The device couldn't have affected Spike, there's just no way.  The aura only extended as far as the library, and all the doors were shut," Dusk Shine said.  "Unless..."  He picked up his journal and read the cover to himself:  "The Journal of the Two Brothers".



	"Spike, do you feel... different?" whispered Fluttershy to the little dragon.



	"What...  Butterscotch, are you talking to me?" the dragon asked.  "My name is Barb, remember?  Is this some kind of a weird game?  You stallions need to be at the front of the castle in less than an hour.  And what on Equestria did you do to poor Elusive?"



	"Elusive..." said Applebrandy.  "How do we know these names?  Twilight, what in the hay is happening to us?"



	"You know," Rainbow Blitz said, "that whole crush thing is suddenly a whole lot creepier when Spike's a filly and Rarity's a stallion.  Just sayin'."



	Dusk Shine glared at Blitz, then turned to Applebrandy.  "We did open a door into another dimension," he explained.  "But instead of it being a gateway, it transported us into the bodies of these other ponies..."



	Elusive blinked a few times, then looked up at Barb.  "Spike, why are you a filly?" she asked.  Barb appeared very confused, but helped her—or him, rather—to his hooves.



	"Now wait just a minute," said Rainbow Blitz.  "Are you saying there's a universe where Equestria is run by stallions?  You have to be joking!  That's not even possible!  They'd like, wreck everything in a matter of days!"



	"Excuse me, Rainbow Blitz," Applebrandy said.  "Ah'll have you know my brother is a stallion and he's very responsible.  Ah'm sure a nation of stallions could do just fine."



	"Oh no," said Butterscotch, rising to his hooves.  "Does this mean that this Butterscotch pony is in my body?  Because then the six of us in our Equestria are having the same problem..."



	"You have to solve this now, Dusk Shine," said Elusive, standing up straight and almost hiding the fear in his voice.  "We have no business being in these bodies, and more importantly, if a stallion is in my body, I shudder to think what may occur."



	Barb shook her head.  "Ooooookay.  Sorry guys, but this is where I get off the Friendship Express.  Let me know when you figure out what gender you are, and I'll come back then," she said, and headed out through the library door, shutting it behind her.



	"Okay, okay, look.  I'll see what I can do, but we may need to do the ceremony in this universe instead," said Dusk Shine.  "As for the names, I guess we have a small piece of their immediate memory to work with, but it's not like we're turning into them or anything.  We know each other, but I can't remember Spike being called 'Barb', or anypony else for that matter."



	"Oh my gosh oh my gosh I can do something amazing!  Guys, look!" exclaimed Pinkie Pie.



	"Bubble Berry, shut it," said Rainbow Blitz.  "Dusk, how will doing a ceremony here help anything?  We need to be there, for our ceremony," he asked.  "You do remember our ceremony, right?  The one happening in like half an hour?  The one where we're not a bunch of dudes?"



	"Wait, Ah think Ah get it," said Applebrandy.  "It's all, like, symmetrical.  If we do it here, that means they'll have to do it there.  So if Dusk Shine can't fix things in time, we just gotta bite the ol' apple and go out there and pretend the best we can."



	"Well...  Doesn't anypony else think the name Barb is just a little familiar?" asked Butterscotch, so softly nopony appeared to pay attention.



	Rainbow Blitz buried his face in a hoof.  "Stallions in our bodies?  Come on!  Don't you realize what would happen if a stallion ended up in the body of a mare?  Haven't you mares ever met a stallion?!"



	"Oh, Blitzie, it can't be that bad!" insisted Bubble Berry, a huge grin on his face.  "But check this out, guys!  Helicopter!!!  Woo woo woo woo woo!" he said, bending his knees over and over again as...



	Applebrandy's face went pale.  "Okay, we might have a problem," he said.








	"I simply cannot believe we have to do this," said Elusive as the six ponies headed up to the staging area where the male counterparts of the Equestrian rulers stood.  "These outfits took forever to put on.  I would never live this down if I didn't look completely fabulous."



	"Glad to see your modesty ain't changed a bit," quipped Applebrandy, receiving an icy stare from Elusive in return.  "Er, but you're right about the outfits, at least.  We do look very sharp in 'em."



	Elusive smiled.  "Thank you, Applebrandy."



	"It's not like you're the pony who sewed them," complained Rainbow Blitz.  "And I'm sorry for being a jerk, but I'm going to pissed until I can fly again.  My center of mass is totally off."



	"Guys, cut it out," Dusk Shine whispered as he headed the procession up the stairs to where the other princes awaited them.



	"Rainbow, what's done is done," chided Butterscotch.  "We know Dusk Shine didn't mean to do any of this to us, and we've been in rougher spots before."



	"Mmm-hmm," concurred Bubble Berry, nodding vigorously.  He had reluctantly Bubble Promised to a nervous group of friends to keep his mouth shut, not to mention several other things.



	The six stallions reached the top of the stage, where two princes and a very concerned-looking Barb stood.  Five of them trotted off to the side to speak with Barb.  Dusk Shine tapped Celestia's counterpart with a hoof and whispered to him.  "Um, Prince?  Before we begin the ceremonies, you need to know we may have a small problem."



	"How small, exactly?" came an unfamiliar voice from the familiar-looking pony.  Princess Celestia's double had a shorter mane, but he was every bit as regal: he was even larger than she was, and his presence every bit as commanding.  Luna's male counterpart walked over to listen in.



	"I'm... not actually Dusk Shine.  I'm another Twi—er, another Dusk Shine from a similar universe.  I think the six of us switched bodies with the six of them," he said.



	The male Celestia snorted.  "Damn it, Dusk.  I warned you about doing things with other universes!  And that means whoever I am over there must have warned you, too," he said.



	"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, you were right.  I had no idea this sort of thing could happen, but there's nothing in the literature..." Dusk Shine said, flustered.



	Luna's double cleared her throat to speak.  "The reason for that, of course, is Star Swoop the Braided," he said.  "She kept ponies away from doing that sort of research in the first place, since it was so inherently dangerous.  An instruction my brother and I, being pony, have also made the mistake of ignoring.  Once each, I believe, although of... varying durations."



	"Thank you, Artemis," said an mildly annoyed white alicorn.  "Alright, let's work with it.  Prince Dusk Shine, just exactly how different is your universe?"



	"Well, it's not that different.  It's just that, um, there, all the guys are girls, and vice-versa," Dusk explained.  "The only problems are that we don't remember anypony's names, except the six of us for some reason remember their names as well as our own names.  Also, we're not used to these bodies yet, so Dash can't fly very well.  Er, I mean Rainbow Blitz."



	"Hmm.  How novel.  Oh, where are my manners?  I'm Prince Solaris, and this is Prince Artemis," said Celestia's counterpart, with a slight smile.  "Out of curiosity, you are...?"



	"Princess Twilight Sparkle.  The others are Pinkie Pie, Rarity, Applejack, Fluttershy, and Rainbow Dash.  Oh, and Barb is Spike, but that's your Barb there.  They're probably explaining it to her now."



	"Who are we?  We—I mean, I, am very interested!" said Prince Artemis, his eyes lighting up.



	"Princesses Celestia and Luna," said Dusk Shine.



	"I think we can ask these questions later, dear brother," chastised Prince Solaris.



	Prince Artemis scoffed.  "Oh, you sourpuss.  At least tell us which brother is prettier," he said, winking at Dusk, who blushed.



	"Wait just a moment.  This universe...?  Twilight Sparkle, did you intentionally..." said Solaris, his eyes narrowing as his muzzle contorted in anger.  Prince Artemis looked puzzled.



	"What?  Oh!" Dusk Shine gasped, as the realization dawned.  "No!  I swear to you, Prince!  Pinkie Pie picked a random set of coordinates to open a portal to, and this is, it's just what happened," the smaller alicorn said, dropping his head in shame.  "I had no idea, and I would never willingly do anything like this to my friends.  You have to believe me..."



	"Excuse me, but what is this issue of which you both speak?" asked Prince Artemis.  "I am, if you would forgive the pun, completely in the dark."



	Prince Solaris bristled.  "My former student and I need to have a private conversation about this, right now.  I will discuss it with you in detail when we receive Dusk Shine's friendship report on the same matter," said Solaris.  Prince Artemis huffed and walked over to the other herd.



	"Twilight, describe to me exactly how you managed to do this," Prince Solaris asked.



	"I used a thaumaturgometric rectified amplifier and focused it on the larger M-brane field.  From there it was a simple matter of normalizing various frequencies..." Dusk Shine said, but his voice trailed off as he saw Prince Solaris close his eyes with a sad expression.



	"Twilight, do you realize the full gravity of what you've done here?" Solaris asked.  "You tapped into the larger M-brane field?!  You harnessed mana across all possible universes at the same time!  My Sun, this type of transference, and the sheer amount of mana you must have siphoned to pull your minds here...  I mean, how are we supposed to send you all back without killing you in the process?  Do you have any idea what trying to reverse this would do to your flesh, just to begin with?"



	Dusk Shine grimaced.  "Oh please, please don't say it.  My friends have suffered so much.  There has to be another way.  I can't stand to see them in pain, especially not for my mistakes," he pleaded.



	Prince Solaris sighed deeply.  "There is no good answer.  Even if Prince Artemis and I provide additional energy..." he said, then paused in thought.  After a minute of silence, his face hardened like stone, and he spoke, "Princess Twilight Sparkle, you know the truth as well as I, even if you choose not to admit it.  The hard way is the only way.  I believe you know exactly what I mean.  We'll handle this as soon as I perform my announcement duties and have a chance to inform Artemis."



	Dusk Shine covered his face with a hoof, near tears.  "I never meant to make my friends suffer.  I deserve it; they don't.  This isn't fair," he whimpered, his legs shaking.



	"We'll delay most of the ceremony until the close of the evening's festivities, and I can pull a few pegasi strings to get a tornado or something to cancel everything at the last minute.  That will get you all out of the spotlight and give everypony time to recover from the ordeal," Prince Solaris said, then gently touched Dusk Shine's cheek with a hoof.  "Listen, Twilight.  We'll get through this, alright?  It won't hurt them very much, and with the two of us assisting with the spellcasting, your friends will be just fine.  As will you."



	"I feel, just, unbelievably guilty," said Dusk Shine.  "I never wanted this."



	"I know," said Prince Solaris.  "Welcome to royalty, son."



	"Is this...  Is this my destiny, Prince Solaris?  Somehow all of this is my fault, for wanting, this, isn't it?" Dusk Shine asked, turning himself around in a circle, first facing the castle behind him, then the cheering crowd before him.  "Desire to make myself into something more, to be admired by others, to have control over everything.  I mean, this need is what motivates me to excel, but it keeps pushing me over the edge.  I keep flying too close to your Sun," he admitted.  "I just can't believe I did it this time.  My poor friends."



	Prince Solaris gave a wan smile.  "It is desire, and to an extent, even insanity, that makes outliers like us into the ponies we are.  I suppose in a way, yes, this is your fault.  But it is not in the way you are thinking," he said.  "You know, I once told a young pony named Dusk Shine that being a prince requires incredible sacrifice.  Including sacrifices from one's friends: even if they never signed up for it, and even when they don't deserve it.  I'm sure Princess Celestia has told you the same.  Be happy for your fortune, and for the fortunes of your friends.  Remember why you studied magic in the first place, Twilight.  Your friends would sacrifice everything for you to be happy.  They aren't suffering because of you, but because they love you.  And that love, I believe you have earned."



	Dusk shine nodded, and Prince Solaris wiped a tear from his cheek.








	Back in the castle library, Bubble Berry pouted.  "Do we have to go back so soon?  There are so many things we haven't done!  Like, well, you know: fun stuff!" he protested.  Behind him, Butterscotch vigorously shook his head in disagreement.



	"Honestly, it ain't all that different from my other body," said Applebrandy, experimentally air-bucking with Kicks McGee.



	"Oh you.  You would say something like that," teased Elusive, jabbing Applebrandy in the side with his hoof.



	"Well, I just want to be able to fly again without going through a whole week of retraining," Rainbow Blitz said.  "If I'd stay here any longer, I'll end up needing to retrain when I get back, too.  And that would pretty much suck.  I was planning on doing a sonic rainboom at the end of the ceremony.  If I'm still off-balance after we return, I might have to scrap it altogether," he said.



	"Well..." said Dusk Shine.  "The whole castle-opening ceremony thing is probably going to need to be scrapped," he said.  "After people have had a fun time and before the actual ceremony, Princess Celestia will find a way to shut things down.  Severe weather event, or maybe just a major disaster.  You know, something simple."



	"What?  But why???" asked Rainbow Blitz.  "We're going home!  Is it going to take a whole day to make the trip this time?  I mean, we made it from there to here in like, ten seconds flat!"



	Dusk Shine sighed.  "Look, girls, here's the thing.  After Prince Solaris and I talked this over, we realized that sending us all back is going to be more than a little hard on us, both physically and mentally.  You aren't going to be steady on your hooves anytime soon, but we should all be right as rain within a few days after we've had time to recover.  I'm really sorry about all this."



	"Not a problem, Twilight.  Ah'm sure we can take it," Applebrandy said, adjusting his hat.



	"Um, Dusk?" asked Butterscotch.  "Aren't Celestia and Luna...  Oh, I'm sorry.  I mean, aren't Prince Solaris and Prince Artemis in danger if they're here in the library when you start the machine?"



	"We'll be protected," said Prince Solaris.  "Barb, however, should leave the library until the rest of you have returned to your universe."



	Barb ran up to Elusive and hugged him.  "Be nice to Spike, okay?" she asked.  "I think you're every bit as amazing as my Elusive.  I want to ride him the moment he gets back," she sighed, then raced out of the library.  Prince Artemis shut the door with his telekinesis.



	"Huh.  You were right, Blitz.  Er, Dash, I mean.  Pretty creepy," said Applebrandy.



	"Oh please.  Our relationship is completely innocent," Elusive said.  "Besides, such a thing might be perhaps a bit... untoward, in our Equestria; but I'm sure there's nothing unusual here about a little filly doting on a mature stallion."  Prince Artemis raised a brow, then exchanged a curious glance with his brother.



	"Okay.  Is this it, then?" Dusk Shine asked Solaris, his voice filled with reluctance.



	"It is time," said Prince Solaris.



	Dusk Shine slowly exhaled.  "I don't mean to repeat myself, but this time around it may be uncomfortable.  Painful, even.  Each of us will probably black out entirely from the forces involved.  Also, our brains might be temporarily muddled from the experience, since we don't belong in these bodies and we've been stuck in them for more than an hour.  The five of you should lie down on the floor, and try to relax.  I'll join you once the machine is running, and then the princes will take over from there," he explained.



	Butterscotch smiled.  "Normally I'd be worried about the pain, and I guess I kind of am, but I'm just so happy we're going back.  This is a nice body to visit, but I really wouldn't want to stay here," he said.  The rest of Dusk Shine's friends nodded and smiled.  Dusk Shine himself, however, still looked very sad.



	"Aww.  Cheer up Twilie!  It's okay if it hurts us," said Bubble, frowning.  "We know you didn't mean it, and it's been a super-fun adventure!"



	"Yeah, sugarcube.  This is what friendship's all about ain't it?" said Applebrandy.



	"You are definitely going to black out before I do," said Rainbow Blitz, grinning at Applebrandy.



	"Ha!  You're on, boy," winked AB, flexing his muscles as he lay flat against the floor.



	Elusive sighed.  "This is going to ruin my mane, I just know it.  Well, just like Bubble—of course, I mean Pinkie—said, adventure and so forth.  We wouldn't trade these moments with you for the world, Twilight," he declared, putting on a brave face.



	"Thank you guys... that, that really means everything to me," Dusk Shine said, teary-eyed.  After some button-pushing and a yank of the lever, the machine hummed to life, and Dusk walked over to rest of the herd and lay out flat.  As the library began to glow green, Solaris and Artemis started weaving a spell together.  "Close your eyes and hold on tight," Dusk Shine warned his friends.



	"Woo hoo!!!" yelled Bubble Berry, and then yelped as a painful wrenching sensation gripped his back.  Several ponies grunted in exertion, but the pain was short-lived.  The sweet kiss of darkness came swiftly.








	"Did it work?" coughed Applejack, looking around.  It was very dim, and it appeared that all of the crystal lights in the library had exploded.   The stone archway had clearly been smashed to bits and most of the device had melted.  Crystal fragments and stone rubble dotted the carpet.



	Princess Celestia stepped forward and her horn began to illuminate most of the library in a warm glow.  "Yes, Applejack.  You're all back," she said, smiling gently.  She reached down to help Twilight Sparkle to her feet as the other ponies came to.



	"Ugh, I feel like somepony stuck a javelin through my brain," gasped Rainbow Dash.



	"I'm... rather foggy-headed myself," said Rarity, coughing.  "We should have, excuse me—our stallion counterparts should have taken these outfits off before taking the return trip.  Although I suppose that's our fault as well.  Oh wonderful, I think I've positively ruined the ruching on this outfit..."



	"Um, does anypony else have more than one set of memories from today?" gasped Fluttershy, shivering on the ground.  Applejack helped her unsteady friend to her hooves.



	"There was no way to keep your memories from getting tangled up with theirs," Princess Luna said.  "As Princess Twilight Sparkle informed you, the return trip was both physically, and mentally challenging."



	Pinkie Pie opened her eyes and instantly jumped to her feet.  "Owie-zowie!  That really was painful," she said.  "Oh no, Twilight you look awful!" Pinkie gasped.



	Twilight Sparkle's legs were shaking, her mane was a mess, and her were eyes puffy and sore.  "I'm... okay," she said in a whispery voice, as Celestia gently hugged her.



	"Oh no.  What happened to our dear Twilight?" asked Rarity, limping over to Twilight Sparkle.



	"Twilight had to assist us in casting the spell, in order to ensure the everything went smoothly," said Princess Celestia.  "She will need several days to recover, even though her strain was more mental than physical.  I will help her to her bed, and my sister will lead the rest of you to your guest quarters.  I presume you know the way, but we would prefer to leave nothing to chance at the moment."



	"Ah think Ah can make it home..." said Applejack.



	"No way.  You're staying here with the rest of us colts, or fillies, or whatever the hay we are at the moment," said Rainbow Dash.  "I mean, if you go home and I don't, it'll make me look bad!  Not that I couldn't go home, I mean.  I'm just, really tired."



	"Alright," relented Applejack, with a smile on her face.  "You done talked me into it."



	"Twilight, please don't ever put this much burden on your saddle again," said Fluttershy, her legs still very shaky.  "We worry about you..."



	"I'll be fine," wheezed Princess Twilight Sparkle, her neck limp and her eyes downcast as Princess Celestia raised the smaller alicorn up onto her back.








Dear Princess Celestia and Princess Luna,



	This past week has been the worst ordeal of my life.  My friends are all concerned about me, and none of them can understand why I'm so depressed.  I tell them I feel guilty about what they've had to endure, but of course they don't comprehend the true meaning of my words.  My friends don't even know the scope of their own sacrifice.  Worst of all, I suspect they would willingly make that sacrifice, just to help me, if only they knew how important it was.



	It's ironic that I've finally managed to achieve what I set out to do purely by serendipity (a.k.a. Bubble/Pinkie), yet at the same time what has happened to my friends is still my fault.  I never should have disobeyed you, Princess Celestia.  Somehow, my friends seem to have come through this thing unscathed.  Things are pretty much back the way they used to be in this universe, except of course for me, and for the secret that the three of us now share.



	Princess Celestia, when we were standing on that stage, and you told me to remember why I first studied magic, it felt like a slap to the muzzle.  At the time, I thought you had merely said something careless by accident.  Now I realize you wanted it to sting.  You wanted it to leave a mark on my heart, and it did, and for that I'm grateful.  The sooner I can let the pain in, the sooner I'll be able to achieve some kind of closure.  I'm still hoping that's possible.



	Ever since I was five years old, I've been pushing myself to learn everything about magic for one single, focused reason.  Princess Celestia, until Princess Luna learned about it earlier this week, you were the only pony I ever entrusted that secret to.  (Your counterparts, I mean.)  I never told my family, not even my BSBFF!  I guess I felt like it was so shameful that I had to hide it forever.  I had hoped that the most talented mage in the world would be the pony who could help me reach my dream.  I'm ashamed to say it, but your young Twilight Sparkle didn't bare her soul to you because she trusted you, Princess; she did it only because she was desperate.  I suspect you knew that all along, though.



	Why, oh why, did it have to be one of those rare things magic can't do?  I knew magic didn't have the solution I needed even before I moved to Ponyville, but I kept trying anyway.  I spent years researching transformation magic, and I even became proficient in changing species!  To this day, I still don't understand why it won't work.  Magic is the most amazing of all the sciences, but it's also the most frustrating.



	I don't know if I'll ever tell my friends about me, or about what really happened on that day.  Of course I want to tell them, but what would they think of me?  Even worse, would they remember?  Would they begin to suffer the same way that I did, the way that little five year-old unicorn suffered, friendless and alone, pushing herself like mad to lift things with magic when most unicorns still can't tie their shoes?  I can't let that happen to anypony else, especially not my friends.  Perhaps with time, and with your assistance in dreams, Princess Luna, I'll be able to tell them.  But it won't be anytime soon, and until then I will wear this delicate tiara on top of my petite little head, and I will do my damnedest to bear its crushing weight.



	Thank you both for forcing me to do what needed to be done: all the memory alterations, the lies, and every filthy, terrible thing we needed to breach in order to put things back the way they were.  And please forgive me for all of this, if either of you can.  I know it probably sounds silly, but it would mean a lot to me.  Someday I'll be able to enjoy the fact that I'm finally a real mare, without all of this terrible guilt.



Your dear friend,



	Prince Dusk Shine

	Princess Twilight Sparkle
      

      
   
      The Party is Over


      

      
      
         I decided it was a dark and stormy enough night for my tastes, once the clock hit ten til eleven.  The extra crews of pegasi I’d called in for the rush job had knocked up a real good blower.  Lightning flashed in the skies above the castle with an infrequent sort of regularity and the rain was beating against the walls at a dangerous angle somewhere near horizontal.



I told Celestia, before she retired for the evening, that the rose bushes in the garden looked like they could use the extra water.  She and I both know the real reason for the hosing I’d summoned up on short notice.  Blueblood.



That ponce of a nephew of mine had taken a new interest recently in being known among the elite houses as an approachable royal.  He threw massive parties at the castle with only the richest and most posh of nobles and hottest celebrities invited for night-long revelry and debauchery.  He had but the thinnest permission, and regularly overstepped his bounds only to turn that leering grin of his on his aunts and play dumb.



Celestia hoofwaved it away.  She let him play.  It was no shin off her elegant nose, so long as the castle was spotless again come the dawn.



Who did she think made sure it was spotless?  I’m the one that has to hear him out there.  They call it ‘schmoozing’ these days.  But it’s the same thing it was in my day and always will be, so there’s no need in being polite.  Blueblood kissed ass with the best of them.  He wheeled and dealed and gambled, all under the roof of the castle and behind closed doors.



They call me dark.  Blueblood was shadier than my night could ever be. 



And there were the mares!  How many had it been last time that I had to chase out from the rafters and from under each couch and bed before dawn?  I can’t even remember.  ‘Suave’ and ‘debonair’ are not words I would use to describe my nephew’s technique with the ladies.  He was always the type to flash some bits and title drop at every chance.  Even the little fillies from the upper houses got big eyes and touchy with their hooves if you tell them you have the ear of the Princesses and live in the castle.



How they can stand to swallow their pride and let him get touchy back, I’ll never understand.



I do understand that I like my nights better when they are quiet and serene.  Not loud and noisy and full of ponies that should know better than to act such as foals.  Don’t get me wrong, I love a good party with friends, but Blueblood’s crowd were not my friends.  His ideas about being social are alien to me.  His taste in music, if you can call it that, sets my teeth on edge and while I’m on the topic of annoying ‘modern’ concepts, who decided that a party wasn’t a party until a carriage had to be crane-hoisted out of the pool in the morning?



So, that’s why the rain and the lightning.  To rain out that simpering dunce of a stallion and his equally simpering friends.  To have my night be quiet and mine.



But alas, it’s not to be, is it?  I can hear the approaching sound of hooffalls out in the hallway.  Too heavy to be a maid, too fast just to be a patrolling guard.  Any second now, my door is going to burst open and I will laugh at my poor drenched nephew.  Maybe this interruption from Blueblood will at least be entertaining.



I put down my drink and pick up my latest distraction.  I’ve been diving back into reading recently, devouring the written word like a starving mare at a all hay buffet.  I started with the history books, but those bored me to tears, so I moved on to fiction.  Right now, I’m into these modern crime stories and dramas.  Ponies living on the fringes of society, scraping by with nothing but their wits and strength of hoof.  I like to think that it gives me a peek into the minds of my less well-off citizens.  That, through these tales of woe and tragedy, I can catch a glimpse of how they see the world.



The hooffalls are slowing down as they close in on the door to my lounge.  Blueblood’s rain-streaked face is going to be within mocking distance, so I snuggle into the chaise lounge a little deeper so I can fix him place like an insect with my righteous annoyance at his disturbance.



I kept my eyes on the open book in front of me when the door opened.  I could hear the guards at the door speaking in tones too hushed to make out the words, but I could still hear the worry in those whispers.  I fought the urge to grin.



When I did look up, though, I got a surprise.  No wet and surly prince stood before me, dripping rain off his spotless white coat and ruined coiffured mane.  Well, the dripping wet stallion part was right, at least.  One of my night guard came to a halt a few feet away and snapped a quick salute.  He was breathing hard, his face flushed from running in the damp armor that sagged on his back.



“You may speak.”



“Princess, I have bad news.”  His face tells me that the bad news isn’t just about Blueblood’s party’s unexpected closing time.  “Prince Blueblood has been found dead, ma’am.”



I swear I didn’t time it, but lightning flashed outside the windows and thunder competed with the boom of my exclamation.  My book dropped into the chaise lounge, suddenly unimportant.  “What do you mean, ‘dead?’”



“He was found a few minutes ago, your Majesty, in a guest suite, in the East Wing.  I was dispatched to notify you immediately.”



This...this is not good at all.  My mind reels at the implications.  Can it be true?  A royal, in name only, but a royal no less, dead in the castle?  Celestia would flip when she found out.



“What happened?”  I’m honestly a little surprised I’m not shouting.  “How did this happen?”



“I don’t know, ma’am.”  The guard pauses for a moment to turn his head and cough.  “He was found by a regular patrol, the room door was ajar and when they looked inside, the found the Prince.  He was obviously dead, from what I was told, but beyond that, I don’t know.”



Time to do my duty.  I grab my book again and set it on the table next to my drink before I stand up and try to look commanding.  The night guardsstallion follows me out silently.  I issue orders on the move when I pass the pair at the door.  Lockdown starts now and lasts until we get to the bottom of this.  No one is to wake my sister, yet.  There is no need to involve her if I don’t need her.  



The storms builds outside, the wind starting to howl through the eaves and the windows rattle with the thunder from above.

The gallop over to the East Wing guest hall takes me and my panting companion a good five minutes.  There are guards everywhere now, blocking doors and halls, restricting movement of the partygoers and staff.  The rooms that line the hallway should all be empty, but the cluster of mildly nauseous guards zero me in on the scene.  The quiet chatter died once I got into hearing range, the proud stallions coming to attention with neutral expressions that only hinted I was about to fight my own last meal from coming up.



I stopped just short of the room.  “Report.”  The ranking guard, an old sergeant, snapped a quick salute at me and fumbled to compose something sensible.  I could just imagine the gears behind those steely eyes whining to speed.



“Majesty, we found Prince Blueblood...dead...in this room about 10 minutes ago.  I had the wing closed down and sent him to summon you.”  He pointed at the guard behind me that was still gasping to get his breath back.  “Since then all the rooms on this floor have been searched and nothing else seems to be out of the ordinary, though we did find one pony in the stairwell.  One of the party guests, I believe.  Otherwise, no one has been sighted anywhere nearby.”



I raised my eyebrow at the mention of the partygoer in the stairwell.  “Any idea who the pony is?”



“Oh, yes, ma’am.  It’s Miss Rarity of Ponyville.”



I filed that away for later and pushed on.  “Has anyone touched the Prince’s body?  You are sure he’s dead, and not just in some sort of coma brought on by too much wine?”  Gods Above and Below, I hoped that was the case.



The stallion’s face grew pale and his eyes picked a spot just to the side of my head to stare at.  “No, your highness, no pony has touched the Prince.  If he’s asleep, I’m a bouncing, pastel-colored Crystal Kingdom sheep.”



I frowned.  I’d wanted him to just tell me what had happened to Blueblood.  I didn’t want to look, but it seemed that the fates were not going to let me out of it.  I swallowed my growing dread as best I could and took that last step to the door’s edge.  I’ve seen the dead before.  Being an immortal surrounded by mortals, it comes with the job.  But I didn’t like it, and I could count the number of times that death had been the result of violence and not reach double digits.



I held my breath and leaned around the frame to look inside.  The room was not, as I had imagined in the last second, a disaster area, the furniture overturned and destroyed.  It all looked so normal and removed from the scene on the bed.  Everything was clean, in it’s place, and even a little dusty.  The bed...the bed wasn’t dusty.  It was a mess and Blueblood...he...he was…



I closed my eyes and gave my mind a moment to process what I’d seen.  I could fill my bile rising and I clamped my mouth shut.  I was not going to vomit.  I’m a Princess, I have standards to live up to.



After a moment, I opened my eyes again.  Blueblood was gone.  Some other pony...thing in his place.  If I thought about it like that, I could look at it and see what had been done to him...to it in its last moments.  Could another pony do this?  Could somepony have this much hate in them?



I didn’t linger.  I didn’t want that image burned into my mind anymore than it already was now.  I spun on my heel and addressed the guards.  “I want him cut down and body cared for as befits a royal.  No one is to leave the grounds until we have figured out what’s going on here.  No pony is to discuss this with any of the guests or staff that have not seen it already.  Is that understood?”



I got nods all around.  “Good.  Now take me to see Miss Rarity.  I want to get to the bottom of this.”  They jumped to action and my companion guard, now breathing normally, lead me to the far end of the hall and the door that lead to the stairwell.  



“We’ve detained her here, your Highness.”  He pushed open the door for me and we stepped out onto the full landing.  Three more guards were waiting there and they looked up and shot to full attention as soon as they saw me.  I paid them little heed and focused on the mare they were holding instead.



Rarity of Ponyville looked like she had had better nights in Canterlot.  She was a vision of perfection, that one, all white coat and deep purple hair that glistened in the overhead lights.  She was wearing a black, slinky dress that cut up her side and let just a hint of her cutie mark peek through.  Her mane was up in a complicated bun and held there with a rose pin that looked like it was carved from a single ruby.  The only part of the mare that wasn’t perfect was her make-up.  She was wearing a blue mascara and it ran in fading rivulets down her cheeks and muzzle.  Her eyes had a tinge of red to them, at the edges.



She stood by the wall, as far from the guards as the landing would allow, looking at the floor until I entered.  She licked her lips and I could see a tremble run down her spine.  She was a mare that had seen something.  My very first impulse was to hold her in a tight hug and tell her everything was going to be alright.  I fought that back down.  I had to remain clear headed and not let anypony distract me from this.



That might be harder than I thought, though.  I needed to know what Rarity knew.  “Has she said anything?”



“No, your Majesty.”  The trio of stallions saluted and one stepped forward slightly.  “Other than asking us what was going on.  We found her in here, crying.”



I looked at Rarity directly.  “Crying?”



“Well...I..I was…”  She sniffed and her eyes started to get wet.  “I mean...I don’t...I…”



I flicked a wing back at the door and told the guards to leave.  They gave me a look and I assured them Rarity wasn’t going anywhere.  Once they were reluctantly out of the stairwell, I put a wing gently over her shoulder and stepped in close.  Most ponies know me as the more abrasive sister, quick to retort and temper.  That’s true, but Rarity wasn’t most ponies.  Certainly not to me.  I counted her and the rest of her friends from that little village my very best friends.



“Tell me what you saw, please.”  I smiled at her as gently as I’m capable.  “What happen here?”



She sniffed again and her horn glowed as she pulled a crumpled and stained hanky from inside her dress.  Rarity dabbed at her eyes and then blinked those huge baby blues at me.  “I…” she began, “I came up here from the main party to escape the noise after the weather drove us inside.”



“You were at Blueblood’s party?”  I raised both eyebrows at that.  Rarity was the mare that had insulted Blueblood at the Gala years ago and set back his standing with his elite cronies.  She nodded and looked away, back at the floor.



“He keeps inviting me.  I kept turning him down.  I think...I think it became a game for him.  If he could get me out here, he’d win...or something.”  She dabbed her eyes again.  “I was in town this time, as it happens.  Visiting a potential business partner.  She was invited too, and I warned her against coming, but she does need to network with influential clients if she wants to make it big in Canterlot.  So...I came.  As a chaperone, I guess.  But I thought, if I talked to Prince Blueblood, that he might stop sending me all the invites and forget that bit of business at the Gala.”



Rarity stopped, her voice growing a bit hoarse.  She cleared her throat and looked back at me.  Something in that look told me she was scared, but if it was for herself or something else, I couldn’t say.



“Blueblood, he went upstairs after we all came in from the rain.  He was soaked, so I assumed he was getting himself cleaned up.  We didn’t talk much before that.  He was always surrounded by other nobles but he kept looking my way when he thought I wouldn’t notice.”  There is a flash of that confident smile I’ve seen Rarity wear so well before.  “As if I wouldn’t notice the eyes of the most influential pony in the room on me.”



I grin along with her.  I can imagine the scene easily.  “What happened at the party?”



“Coco...that’s my business partner.  I met her in Manehatten several months ago and she’s starting up a new branch of her fashion business here in Canterlot.  Anyway, Coco was talking to him by the pool while I waited by the bar.  I couldn’t hear them speaking, but I saw the conversation grow heated.  I feared that would happen.  Blueblood can be...well, you know him.”  There was a hint of that smile again, but it vanished a moment later and Rarity sniffed.  “She didn’t want to talk about it and then the rain started.  We came in with everypony else.  The Prince, he was last in, insisting on saving his cheap martini.  He was livid, though.  You should have seen the look on his face.  He was yelling about the storm...he made some very loud comments about pegasi, but you’ll have forgive if I don’t repeat them.”



I nodded.  Blueblood is...was an ass.  A king among bigots.  It still surprises me to think that the old prejudices of ages past still hang on in some places.  That it still has its claws in my home city makes my blood run cold.  “I understand, Rarity.  Blueblood was something of an embarrassment to me and Celestia, as I’m sure you know.”



She didn’t say anything and just kept those blue eyes locked somewhere between the floor and my face.  She leaned into my shoulder slightly and I could feel her gathering herself to continue.



“I lost sight of him while we at the bar with...with the other guests.  I wanted to give him a piece of my mind.  Somepony has too.”  She shivered and her back tensed under my wing.  “I hated him.  I hated him so much in that moment.  He’d upset Coco somehow.  He was being this huge racists and no pony was saying anything about it.  Some of my best friends are pegasi and he said those things...I just couldn’t stand it.”



She looked back up at me and her eyes were hard and cold.  “I left Coco at the bar and I asked around.  I found out he had headed up here and I followed him.  I went down the hall and I found the door open.  I was going to yell at him.  Really let Blueblood have it.  And then...I opened the door and I saw him.  He was strung up like that...I...I ran, Luna!  I was so scared!  I ran and I came back here and the next thing I know there is a guard coming through the door and I get held here!  I didn’t do anything!  I just wanted to yell and tell him off...nothing else, I swear!”



I could see the conviction in her eyes.  When she’d mentioned yelling at Blueblood I’d seen the will in her to do a lot more than just yelling.  Something else was up.  I’m not sure what made me suspicious, but she wasn’t telling me everything.  I didn’t think she was guilty either.  Then again, I never thought my sister would banish me for a thousand years.  Second guesses were in order, and I needed more information.



“Ok, let’s go talk to this Miss Coco.”








We headed downstairs, Rarity, the guards and me.  The party ponies were located mostly in the main ballroom and the surrounding spaces.  They all gasped at my unannounced appearance. I expected to be rushed by the crowd and get bombarded by questions, but as soon as the first jittery looking noble took a step my way, a wall of pony flesh in the form of royal guards sprung up in a half-circle.  I could see more than a few familiar faces in the crowd, all of them weaing a mask of confusion and suspicion.  Glares and glances bounced off the guard like so many small stones off armor and I decided to take action.



I walked up to the line, trying to look as regal as my sister when she handles the crowds, but I wasn’t feeling that confident as I got closer to the sea of ponies.  Old habits die hard so I opened up with the full Royal Canterlot Voice.  “GREETINGS, MY LITTLE PONIES, EVERYTHING IS UNDER MINE CONTROL AND COMMAND!  YOU MAY SOON LEAVE THIS PLACE FOR YOUR HOMES, BUT FIRST I WISH TO SPEAK WITH CO...er...Co…”



I turned back to Rarity, who was on the floor with her hooves over her ears.  “I say, Rarity, who am I looking for again?”  She flinched at her name and opened one eye to look up at me for a moment before she climbed back to her hooves and cleared her throat.



“Uh, Miss Coco Pommel, of Manehatten.”



I nodded and turned back to the crowd.  “BRING ME MISS COCO POMMEL OF MANEHATTEN!  I SHALL SPEAK WITH HER PRIVATELY!”  There was a lot of groaning coming from the collected nobles and nuevo rich business ponies but a mare with a short bob-style manecut stood up and stepped forward.  I had the guard clear out one of the side rooms and then directed them to, y’know, stand guard while I interviewed the mare in question.



The room lacked a proper table to glower across at Coco, so I settled - regrettably - on facing her in the center of the room, surrounded by empty coat racks.  “Miss Coco, I need to know what happened here tonight.  Tell me about your interactions with Prince Blueblood.”



She looked at me in numb silence, her eyes growing large.  I cleared my throat, but she didn’t react.  “Please?”  That got her to blink at least.  Rarity chose that moment to step over and put a hoof on Coco’s shoulder.  She leaned in close to the other mare ands whispered into her ear for a moment.  That got the mare shaking and she whimpered.



“We do not have all night, ladies.  I need to know what was said between you and Blueblood.”  I tapped my hoof against the floor for some emphasis and the mare finally opened her mouth and started talking in the nasally accent of true Manehattenite.



“I...that is...we only talked briefly.  The Prince was interested in my business as a possible investor for the expansion here in Canterlot.  He asked me to meet him tonight at the party and other potential investors would be here.  When Rarity said she had an invite too, it seemed like a good idea to go networking.”  She coughed and Rarity patted her gently on the shoulder.  I could see the tears forming in her eyes as she continued.  “Rarity did warn me.  She told me he was...not the easiest pony to deal with.  But...when I spoke to him, he didn’t seem interested in talking about business anymore.  He...he asked me if I’d ever...you know…”  She sat back and moved her front hooves vaguely.  I’m not fully caught up on the changes these modern times have seen, but the gesture was one I was familiar enough with.  “...with an unicorn before.  The Prince just wouldn’t stop.  I got upset.  I apologize for that.  I said some things that were not kind and I really shouldn’t have said it to somepony like him.”



Coco trembled and Rarity continued to silently comfort the filly.  “I wanted to leave then and there, but then he told me if I didn’t stick around until after the party he would...would see to it that difficulties...regulations would be placed on my expansion here.  He threatened to contact the council in Manhatten and have the same done there.  It would kill my business!  Everything I’ve worked for would go down the drain, unless I went down on…”



The mare burst into tears and Rarity pulled her into a tight hug.  I frowned and it occurred to me I was going to be doing a lot of that.  “Ok, let’s skip that part.  What happened after the storm started?”  The fillies held on to each other, but to her credit, Coco pulled her muzzle out of Rarity’s mane and hit me with a snarl that a timberwolf would be proud of.



“I left that good-for-nothing in the rain!  That’s what happened!  Too bad he didn’t drown in it.  I came in and went to the little fillies’ room.  I wasn’t too wet, but there were no towels there, so I went to find some.  When I came back, I met up with Rarity and we went to the bar with...well, we sat there for a while, nursing mimosas until Rarity left to track down the Prince.  Apparently he said some racially insensitive things when he did come in from the weather.  It’s a shame he wasn’t struck by lightning.”  She blinked and I could see the realization of who she was snapping at crawl across her face like a slow-moving wave.  “Oh...oh!  I’m sorry, Princess!  Prince Blueblood is your nephew, and I should have realized sooner...I’m so sorry for your lost!”



That set off all sorts of warnings in my mind.  I trolled the conversation in my head again.  Unless somepony was being sloppy, I didn’t recall ever telling Coco that Blueblood was dead.  I opened my mouth to ask her about that when the door to the room opened up and the ranking sergeant stepped in.



“Your Highness, we have a development.”



“What is it?”  I pointed at mares.  “I’m a bit busy here.”  He bowed like id was an afterthought and stood at attention. 



“Sorry, ma’am, but you’re going to want to take this one.  We found another pony upstairs.”



That was news.  Questions jumped in my mind; who, where, how did we miss them earlier?  The stallion answered me before I could voice them.



“We found him in one of the adjacent guest rooms.  He had a shield up around him that blocked our scans and made him completely invisible.  The spell must have been too much to keep up for long and when we were...taking care of things...we heard movement in the room.”  The sergent tipped his helmet back and wiped at his brow.  Now that he had my full attention, I could see he was winded and the sheen on his coat wasn’t from the rain outside.  “We found him with a weapon too.”



“Where is he now?”  Rarity and Coco flinched again when the weapon was mentioned and I told them to stay put while I headed out with the guards.  We left the room with the two mares and headed over to the bar across the ballroom.  The guests had more or less split themselves into two primary groups and no one dared to approach as I stomped my way past.  The bar was surprisingly empty, all things considered, with just the old bartender and a single mare at the bar itself.  In the back corner of the room, where the lights were dim, four more guards stood near a booth and I could feel the tension coming off them from the door.



When we got close, I could see why.  The pony sitting in the booth was their former captain, and now Prince himself, Shining Armor.  Rather morbidly, there was a wicked looking blade, sparkling in the low overhead lights.  It looked as deadly as it was clean and it the sight of it made my throat hitch.  Shining Armor looked up at me when I drew close and his eyes shared that same wicked look.



“Luna.”



“Shining Armor.”  I nodded at the blade on the table and I lit up my horn.  Now that he was a royal sworn to another country than Equestria, mishandling this situation could take this from tense to worst in a hurry.  “May I relieve you of this?”



“Go ahead.”  His voice sounded disconnected, disinterested in the events around him.  Sort of shell shocked.  “I don’t need it now.”



I took the thing carefully in my horn-grip and lifted it away from the table and passed it to the sergeant.  As soon as he took it, I took a seat opposite of the white stallion and looked him dead in the eye.  Shining looked bad.  His mane was a little wild, there were bags under his eyes, he was coat was mostly dry after a deep soaking.  I could even hear a hint of a rattle in his steady breathing.



“What’s this about?  Why did my guards find you, in a empty room, with a giant knife?”  He held my stare for a long time.  No flinching or looking away.  He just sat there in silence until I was about to speak again when he opened his mouth.



“Tell them to back off.  What I have to say is for your ears only right now.”



I nodded slowly and my guardians stepped back to the bar and gave us the room at large.  Shining Armor was a skilled captain in his day, well-regarded and rightly revered for his magical prowess on the battlefield.  I was...mostly sure I could take him, if the need arose.  He leaned forward and his face became a twisted sort of mask.  When he spoke, it was in a hushed tone.



“Princess Luna, I came here tonight to right a long ago wrong.  I’m glad it’s you here, and not your sister.  I think you might be better able to understand me.  I came here, to kill Prince Blueblood.”  He raised his hoof before I could say anything.  “But I didn’t get the chance to.  Somepony beat me to it.  So, that’s why I’m here, why I had the knife and why I was hiding in the upstairs guest chambers.” 



I admit, I stared at him dumbfoundedly for a good minute or so before I could talk.  “Wait…why did you want to kill Blueblood?  That makes no sense!  I know you, Shining, you’re a good colt and a good husband.  What could ever entice you to murder?”



Shining Armor shrugged and leaned back in the booth.  “Same thing as most ponies that aren’t starving or destitute; love.”  He watched my face for a moment and then flicked an errant strand of his mane from his face.  “Love sent me here to kill a pony, Luna.  Did you know that Cadance has been seeing a counselor?  Somepony she could talk out her problems to?  They’ve been helping her with her foalhood recently.  Her feelings about leaving her family in Cloudsdale behind, the pressure of being a princess and fitting in with the other royals.”



Shining’s eyes narrowed and his voice got quieter and all the more angry.  “Royals like Blueblood.  You weren’t here at the time, so let me give you the short version.  He abused her.  He beat her a few times, called her names, was aggressive, dismissive and a few other ‘-sives’ too.  He did stuff to her that she never told anypony else about.  And I know he’s been at it again.  I was the captain, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it, but now, I’m not.  We were on equal terms and I planned to put an end to it.  But somepony beat me to the punch.  I waited outside, under my shield, waited for him to be alone.  Then the storm broke out and I had to sneak inside.  I lost him for a while but I knew Cadance had said he liked to use the guest rooms for things, so I checked there and there he was.”



“Was he alive when you found him?”



“No.”  Shining Armor paused and looked thoughtful for a moment.  “Well, he might have technically still been alive.  But the way I saw it, even if he was, he deserved it.  I was about to leave when I heard the patrol coming through.  So, I hid and left him there.”



“Well that’s a fine story, Shining.”  I grinned humorlessly.  “I’m finding there seems to be no shortage of ponies that wished my nephew harm.  I cannot even say I blame them for it.   He was a ponce, an ass and a bigot that mistreated those around him.  But even if you say to me that you didn’t do it, you still admit to the intent and I have a dead nephew now!  The courts will throw the book at you if we can’t find the truth.  This is going to cause an international incident!”



While we were hissing back and forth to each other, I didn’t notice the sergeant approach until he was right on top of us.  I jumped a little and glared at him but then I noticed he was being trailed by the mare at the bar. In the weak lighting, with her back to me and the long red dress covering her cutie mark, I hadn’t noticed that the mare was in fact, Applejack.



“Excuse me, Princess, but this young mare says she has important information you need.”



I looked back and forth between Shining Armor and Applejack for a moment.  “Ok?”  I make room on my end and Applejack slid into the space next to me at the booth.  Shining Armor stared at the sergent until he backed off again and I turned to the blond.  “Applejack, this might not look like it, but this is actually an important meeting between me and…”



“Yeah, yeah, I know.”  Applejack tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked at me with those green eyes of hers and raised an eyebrow.  “I know about the body that’s cooling upstairs too.”



“How?”  



“I saw it.  I know how Blueblood died.”  My jaw didn’t literally hit the table, but I tried.  The earth pony shrugged and set a glass of scotch on the table I did realize she’d been carrying.  “You can stop looking for a murderer.  There ain’t one.  Sad as that is to say.  Blueblood did that all to himself.  He ain’t just a piece of trash, he was a kinky one too.  Rarity ain’t the only girl from Ponyville that he’s hit on or insulted.  Though, she’s a unicorn and has a business, so maybe he wasn’t so kind as to insult her tribe and profession all at once.”  She paused to take a sip of her drink and both I and Shining Armor leaned in for her to continue.  “He hung himself up, tied the knots with his own magic while I was supposed to ‘get ready to be useful to my betters for a change.’  I was putting on the lipstick when I heard him slip.  It was an accident, plain and simple.  He knew his knots too.  Sudden yank and all the slack was gone.  I heard his neck pop like a cork.”



She downed the rest of the drink.  “It was all an accident.”  She didn't sound like that was a relief.  Applejack tossed the glass onto the table and it rattled loudly.  "I hate to add one more pony to the list of those that had an interest in doing your nephew harm, but I didn't care for him none.  I was planning on blackmailing him with his elite buddies.  I don't reckon that they'd let him live down sleeping with a hick earth pony mare anytime soon.  Teach him a thing or two about how it feels to be looked down on.  Keep Rarity out of his hooves at thje same time.  Two birds with one stone and all that."



"So..." I struggled to frame all of this in my mind.  "You're telling me that Blueblood hung himself like that in the room, and died when he slipped and fell?"



Applejack nodded.  "He was into that auto-ertotic choking thingimagig.  Said he needed it to help himself get off witha pony like me."  She leaned back in the booth's padded seats and looked up at the dark ceiling.  "He invited me to the party, it wasn't the first time either.  Ever since the Gala, he's had it in for us.  Couldn't take the embarrassment, I guess.  I came this time cuz I knew Rarity was going to be in Canterlot at the same time and she has a harder time resisting this sort of thing here than when she's way out in Ponyville.  I didn't want him making a move on her and her glamour-blindedness to get her into trouble.  I showed up early and I got close to Blueblood and made it clear to him, if he wanted me, he could do anything he wanted, no strings attached, so long as he didn't touch my friend.  Told him I'd meet him up in the room.  I waited and when the rain started and everyone came in, I thought he wasn't going to show.  But...he did.  I put on this dang dress and the stockings he liked and he go into the sheets.  Thought it was going to be an old do and done sort of thing but he got freaky and started doing the whole suspension act."



"Where he sets up in the swing so you can do a lot of different positions?"  Shining Armor asked for me.  She nodded again and then he looked at me and shrugged.  "What?  I have a wife that likes things that I'm learning way to much about recently."



I shook my head and filed that away for later.  How did this all fit together?  I spaced out the time line in my mind.  "Ok, so, the rain started, Blueblood comes in saying something awful about pegasi and then heads upstairs where he meets with Applejack.  Meanwhile, you," I point at Shining Armor, "are sneaking in and making your way upstairs and Rarity and Coco are meeting at the bar for mimosas."



"They weren't very good mimosas, honestly."  Applejack interrupts me.



"You were here?"



"Yeah."  She shrugs again.  "I had no reason to stay there.  Right after it happened, I heard hoofsteps coming and I slipped down the stairs.  Met Rarity and Coco on the way out and we got drinks.  Then Rarity left for some reason.  Said she had to powder her nose or something, but she looked really mad."



"So then that must have been Shining you heard, he just misses you."  I smiled as the dots all fell in line.  "Then he finds Blueblood, hears the coming patrol, hides, Rarity comes up, is missed by the patrol when they go to fetch me, catch her coming back down, then I arrive, then Shining Armor's shield spell runs out and the guard finds him and now..."  I spread my hooves over the table.  "...here we are."



"Tidy."  Shining Armor scoffs at me.  "I like that."



"I'm still short a nephew and I don't like that.  Explaining this to Celestia in the morning it going to be hell."  I grumbled and looked over at the bartender.  "Bring me a scotch and leave the bottle.  I am so done with this night."  
      

      
   
      Caste Off


      

      
      
         Rejected.



That would be putting it mildly.



I didn’t choose this life. I was handed the role and told to play along. My failure came naturally. All part of the cycle; no more, no less.



I wished my life was over. Given the fluid leaking from my barrel, that wish would be granted soon enough. Fate is a cruel mistress, and her avatar is Queen. Even in defeat, she showed me no mercy. For years I had trained; the ultimate shame of a lingering death rewarded my troubles. There was never any doubt. I was a fool to believe I had a choice or a chance.



My trail of dripping ichor mingled with the dust stretching across the wilderness. All remnant of my passing would be gone in a few hours. Even the gouge left behind from dragging my cracked leg would seal up with the evening wind. I pushed on through the pain.



Moving kept my mind occupied. I needed something to keep from dwelling on the vultures circling overhead. At least I would be dead when they commenced their feast. I couldn’t bear to think of the alternative. The remnant of my own wings hung limp at my sides, barely attached and utterly useless. Had I dared fly too high? No. I struck the mark head on.



The forest ahead offered a small respite from the emptiness of the plain, and so I continued. Maybe one of the trees would make a nice marker for the grave of one so easily denied a life of meaning? Perhaps my body could somehow give life where it had barely a shred of its own. The thought inspired a small burst of will, driving me deeper into the wood. I wanted to find the perfect tree, something special, but not in a good way. It had to be broken, abandoned, alive yet barely living—a tree worthy of me.



Straight ahead, I found my plot.



It took everything I had to reach the blasted trunk. Scorch marks told the story of another life shattered by the will of a higher power. Lightning struck hard, but the unscathed side stood defiant against the blow. I couldn’t say the same for myself. My entire existence reduced to nothing more than a smudge on an insignificant page of history. I curled up in the tangle of roots beneath the half-canopy, prepared in every way for the end to come. Like so much trash, I waited for the sweet release of death’s embrace. My only purpose in life now lay in death, becoming nutrient for the tree and perhaps minimal shelter for some small beast of the wild.



I should have lived my life blissfully unaware, but I was one of the unlucky ones. I hatched a princess, the perpetuation of the greatest lie ever known.








“Hello?” The blur on the edge of my vision stepped forward. I had no idea the Bringer of Death was so small.



The pain in my side swirled with the pulsing throb in my foreleg. Numbness became a welcome addition to the broken joints on my back. What was left of my wings barely remained attached to my upper carapace. The wiry blue-gray strands of my mane and tail fell where they may, and I made no attempt to adjust my posture. I struggled to speak. “Take pity on me, Great One. Bring the end with all haste.” The words spilled out of my throat with hardly a click.



“A-Alright.” The blur turned away. It paused and turned back. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” Without another word, it dove into the brush.



My head swam in the pain that my broken body produced. I shed a silent tear, not for the pain, but for the notion that Death herself left me to linger in agony. At the end of it all, I lay rejected by the one being who accepted all else. Was my life of so little import? Could I not garner the cold hoof of Death to waste but a moment in stamping out the last ember of life that remained within? How long must I suffer in this mortal shell, devoid of any meaning or substance?



How long before life’s close?








My vision dimmed. Either the light of day drifted toward evening, or else Death enjoyed toying with the fraying thread at the edge of the uninspired tapestry of my life. Both were definite possibilities.



The rustle of leaves caught my attention. A squeak and a thud like that of a claw spreading over a stone before tossing it from the path signaled the approach of some odd soul. I prayed it was Death come to fulfill her pledge; I lay beyond fear of some beast surveying an evening meal. Either guest was welcome in this twilight hour.



“See, I told ya!” Death’s blur popped out from behind the trunk of the next closest tree.



“You weren’t kidding!”



“Ohmygosh! Is that what I think it is?”



Apparently, Death brought friends... and a wagon.



My transportation to the other side pulled up as close as could be managed with the mesh of roots beneath my frame.



“One of you hold the wagon steady while we load her up,” Death said.



“Are you sure this is safe?” the second blur asked.



“Shouldn’t we get an adult?” the third blur added.



“Look at her,” the sickly yellow hoof of Death stroked the stringy hair of my mane. “She’s hurt and we’ve got to help. We don’t need an adult to tell us that. Now grab her legs and help me lift.”



“She’s pretty banged up.” The second blur circled around out of sight. “Her wings… I… That doesn’t look good.”



I tilted my head back to try and address my inspector. “Remove them if they hinder your work. I do not wish to linger.”



“What?” the orange minion replied. “It’s not… that bad. I’m pretty sure they’ll heal.”



“Check out her flank, girls.” A white hoof pointed at my rear. “I bet she’s our age. She hasn’t got a cutie mark either!”



“I don’t think they get cutie marks,” the voice of Death answered. It was beginning to sound a lot less like Death and more like Death’s daughter. “That crack in her side and broken wings need tending to. On three.”



“Don’t forget about the broken leg,” I muttered, wanting to make sure she had a complete inventory for her ultimate accounting.



“One, two, three!” The voice cracked, and my feral scream joined it.



Pried up from the ground, I momentarily stood on whatever legs I had left, teetering and eventually falling over the waiting conveyance. The mostly white minion did an admirable job of holding it steady through my collapse. I fear I may have caught her hoof in my fall given her yelp.



“See, that wasn’t so hard.” Death wound the harness around her barrel. “You two help push while I pull and steer. We better hurry ‘cause I don’t want to be out here after sunset.”



“You got it!”



“Let’s do it!”



Death’s minions took hold of the wagon.



“Cutie Mark Crusader Ambulance Service, GO!” Death’s cry drove off the last of the vultures waiting in the branches above.



“Wait a—”



I didn’t have time to get my question out before we lurched forward. I tried, but a red bundle of tail caught me in the face. Sputtering, I fought to remove the strands from my open mouth.



With tremendous effort, I turned my head away. I did it somewhat to help rid my mouth of the foul taste of apple, but mainly to say a few parting words. “Farewell, tree I hardly knew. May Death offer you passage more swift than mine.” My three captors offered no heed as the distance built between us and my tree. I lacked the strength to do anything more than remain as I was.



My unpleasant voyage imparted numerous gifts. The screech of the wagon wheels traded with jarring bumps from each rock and root we overran. My fractured carapace smacked the bed with each throw and toss. A stray branch or fern leaf added humiliation to insult striking various limbs and face as we drove on. As for our destination, I knew it couldn’t be far. With much any more jostling, I was sure not to care either way.



The light of day drew to a close as we reached the other side of the forest. Stretching out beyond, neatly tended rows of apple trees lined the path leading to a cluster of buildings. I felt awash in a sea of confusion as we neared the tallest structure. The stories I had heard left little to the imagination. Once inside the enemy compound, I couldn’t dare to dream the horrors that awaited me. Ponies made Death seem fun by comparison.



“Quick, open the barn doors,” the yellow one said. “We gotta get her inside before anypony sees us.”



“Yeah, yeah,” the orange one answered, moving swiftly to pry back the double red passage.



“Why are we hiding her?” the white one chirped. “I thought you said we wouldn’t get in any trouble.”



“We won’t!” The yellow one tugged forward, rolling us inside. “We’ll fix her up in here, and then we’ll take her back to the Everfree. Nopony has to know.”



“How long’s that gonna take?” Orange coat yawned, looking overly tired from our evening run. “We can’t stay with her. Somepony’s going to find us, or her. Then we’ll be grounded for like, ever.”



“It won’t take that long.” The yellow one slid out of the harness. “We’ll get her some food and bandage her up. If we’re careful, we won’t get caught.”



I shuddered as the orange one leaned a hoof against my flank. Our eyes met for a moment before she spun around to face the others. “And what if we do get caught?”



“We play dumb. It’s worked before.” Stinky-apple-tail had a point. I was pretty sure they could pull off ‘dumb’ without really trying. “She asked for our help, and I’m going to help her, no matter what.”



“I don’t recall asking for assistance,” I said, speaking to no one in particular. “Pity, yes. Help, no.”



“’Course you did.” The yellow filly came around to my face. Her associates took up positions by her side. “You were all banged up and asked me to bring friends, so I did.”



“I was speaking metaphorically,” I said, tilting up and getting my first good look at my captors. “What I believe I said was that I wished you would bring ‘an end’ to my suffering.”



“Ohhhh…” The light of realization took a moment to spark with this one. “I thought you asked me to bring some friends.”



“An understandable mistake.” My head flopped back in the wagon. “Now, if you would be so kind as to find something solid, I wish to get this over with.”



“What are you talking about?” miss orange hide asked.



“Nothing fancy, a nice rock will work perfectly well.” I tried to arrange myself in preparation. “I believe the torture from the ride here was sufficient. Let us proceed to the execution.” Lowering my head over the side, the target lined up properly with the fillies height. “Be careful not to strike too close to the horn. The chitin is thicker at the base.”



“Uhh, Apple Bloom?” A prodding orange hoof bumped the yellow one’s flank. “The bug’s not making any sense.”



“Are you sure she’s a bug?” The white one lifted my tail, but I let her. It’s not like I had much choice in the matter. “She kind of looks like a pony, all except for the hard, black coat, I guess.”



The orange one lifted my hind leg. “Ponies don’t have holes.”



“Quite right,” I answered. Someone had to settle the argument or this would never end. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like a hole added to my head now. Nice and quick, and we’ll call it settled.”



The yellow one, Apple Bloom if I am correct, gave a sigh. “We’re not gonna hurt ya. We’re trying to help you get better.”



“Why would you do a silly thing like that?” I asked. The ridiculous notion of aid from the enemy led me to believe I was merely hallucinating. If not, perhaps they intended to heal me so they could spend additional time in torture before I succumb. The Queen would be jealous.



Her smile brought new concerns. “’Cause that’s what we do. We always help anypony, or, I guess, changeling, in need. We’re gonna make sure you get better, unless… You don’t plan on eating us, do you?”



Maybe they were incredibly dumb.



I laughed. “Silly pony. I am a princess. I have no desire to consume you. As such, your pitiful attempts to assist me do nothing but prolong my affliction. My life was over the moment I hatched from the Queen’s egg.”



The white one leapt on top of the wagon. Her legs splayed to the sides, she stared straight down from above. “Wow! You’re a princess?”



“Umm, yes,” I croaked. “That’s not a good thing, if you were wondering.”



“Why not?” She hopped down and proceeded to twirl her way toward a pile of hay. “I bet you have some amazing castle with like everything you ever wanted, right?” Flopping into the pile at the end, pink and purple bobbing curls popped up with added bits of yellow stripe. “Right?”



“Not exactly.” I rolled my eyes, resigned to the task of explaining the horrible existence of a changeling princess to a bunch of fillies. “The Queen rules the hive. A princess serves as fodder for her rage. Rarely would a princess deign to face the Queen and live to assume her role. Such is the way of things. I was taught otherwise, and for most of my life, I believed the lie. This was my folly.”



“How old are you?” Apple Bloom asked.



“Ten,” I replied.



“You sure you aren’t older, ‘cause you sure use some strange words.”



“I am certain.” The stares of the three made me wonder if perhaps I was wrong to assume what was sure to me only moments ago. My formal training was extensive, but I had been lied to before. “I came of age two days prior.”



“You mean, like, a birthday?”



“You might call it that.” I regarded her term and sought to find understanding of its significance. “As a princess, I spent every waking moment of my life preparing to one day become Queen, the same as my sisters. On the tenth anniversary of my hatching, I came of age. In retrospect, it was not something to look forward to.”



“Did you get any presents?” The white one shook out her mane and trotted over to join the others.



“As you can see, I received many.” The slow drip from my side seemed to have congealed, but my wings and foreleg remained inoperable. The fillies examined my broken form before continuing their interrogation.



“Your friends beat you up?” Orange fur’s eyes opened wide. “On your birthday!?”



“That’s how it works, and I wouldn’t exactly call them my friends.” I could see my words made little impact in bringing the point across. “When a princess reaches maturity, she must challenge the Queen. If the Queen is weak, it the duty of the princess to strike her down and take her place. Our Queen is not weak. Perhaps one of my sisters will one day prevail, but I know that won’t be for a very long time. I was a fool to believe any different.”



“Your mother did this!?” Curly mane looked furious.



“Yes. It was expected. I played my part.” I shied away, turning my head to peer out the upper window at the risen moon. “What I did not expect was for her to let me live. She must have been in a particularly horrible mood not to tear my head from my shoulders and gorge on my entrails. Instead, she mocked my very existence by turning me away from the hive. Broken, I crossed the plain and slunk into the forest. Her cruel laugh haunts me even now.”



“That’s… That’s terrible!” Apple Bloom squealed. “I can’t believe she would do that. To her own daughter!”



“Apple Bloom!” another voice called from outside.



“Quick! Hide her!”



The three fillies charged the wagon. In seconds, they hoisted me up and carried me to the haystack. Apple Bloom tore a blanket off a nearby stall rail and tossed it over my head. It smelled like apples; I don’t particularly like apples. Regardless, it was warm. The soft hay eased the painful burden of my side while somehow relieving the pressure in my leg. I couldn’t feel my wings, so they didn’t matter. Two lumps lay across the covering, pinning me down.



Tucked away, protected by these unlikely captors, I strained to hear the conversation that continued a few yards from where I lay.



“Okay, sis,” Apple Bloom said. “Just let me say goodnight to my friends.”



“Alright, sugarcube,” the new voice replied. “You look like you’ve had a long day. Say goodnight, and come in for supper.”



Two lumps slid off the blanket. I should have felt pain. Instead, the warmth of the cover fed comfort to my weary soul. An orange hoof pulled back the corner draping my head. I jerked slightly as the fabric caught my horn.



“Sorry,” the timid voice said.



“No harm done,” I answered, my vision opening up on the trio once again.



Their leader looked back over her shoulder. “Scootaloo, grab a bucket and fill it with water. Sweetie Belle, grab another and get some apples. I’ll keep a lookout.”



The two fillies nodded and scampered off to their assigned tasks before I could protest. What I wouldn’t give for a sip of sweet nectar. I struggled with the thought that these ponies meant to offer me aid. Cool refreshment of any sort seemed beyond my grasp, yet here I was, about to partake. “I could do without the apples, never really cared for them.”



The filly just shook her head. A mischievous grin spread across her muzzle. “You’ve never tried a Sweet Apple Acres apple then, have you?”



I grimaced a smile in return. “Can’t say I’ve had much else than the leftover scraps from the Queen’s table. If I was lucky enough to find an apple, it was probably only the core.”



“Just sit tight then, ‘cause you’re in for a treat.” Apple Bloom stepped aside as her friends deposited their haul at my feet. “I’m sorry we can’t stay the night. I asked if everyone could sleep over, but my sister said no. We’ll be back tomorrow to check on you. Try and stay outta sight in the hay. Otherwise, you’ll be safe in the barn.”



I nodded. “Should I survive the night, I look forward to seeing you on the morrow.” I wasn’t sure why I said that. Meeting with the enemy, no matter how accommodating, should not result in a desire to continue the encounter. My prospect of death shifted slightly in favor of living, but I remained far from convinced.



The trio moved off leaving me to my meal. I overheard talk of bandages and wing care while scoping out the pails set before me. Unable to move much more than my neck, I considered asking further assistance. Weighing my magic reserves, I quickly set aside the notion. The girls shuffled out the door, shutting me in for the night in what should rightly have been my cage. That thought fell away as well. This place already felt more like home than the hive.



My horn alight, a steady stream of liquid rose from the first bucket, gliding its way toward my waiting mouth. After consuming nearly all the water, I paused. The apples from the second bucket looked fresh, their skin unbroken and flesh intact. Never in my life had I taken the first bite. That privilege fell to the Queen. Could I even try? I quickly raised an apple to my mouth and sunk my fangs deep into the soft flesh. The juice erupted over my tongue and my mouth exploded with joy. I drew in the nectar, savoring every swallow. The first one drained, I tore into the next. Soon, the bucket sat empty; my belly full for the first time in forever.



Swimming in the wonder of sensation swirling through my body, I couldn’t help but ponder on the reality of my situation. The only logical solution was that I had already slipped the mortal coil. This had to be what death felt like. It wasn’t possible that any shred of my former life remained. How could it be that after all these years, I felt more acceptance from these young fillies than from any of my own kind? I must be dead already, or dreaming of it in the waning minutes of life. Gliding on the gentle waves of peaceful thought, I trailed off to sleep.








A dream within a dream enveloped my frame. Light pink fur spread across my flanks sliding down my legs and cropping up against a gleaming hoof. Tricolored hair draped over my eyes in shades of light purple and red flanking a swath of moderate fuchsia. Three fillies tied a red bow in my mane to complement the larger wrap circling my middle and again around my foreleg. Forgotten were my horn and wings. In this moment, I was happy.



A sudden burst of light filled the room. The trio drew back in awe. Smiles and hugs followed a moment later. I looked back toward my tail, the same colors proudly swaying in steady rhythm. On my rump, three little hearts of orange, yellow and white filled the flat space. In that instant, I felt complete, utterly whole.



No sooner had the joy of that moment filled my heart, I sensed it breaking apart. The pain returned. Darkness swept over my companions. I raised my head to meet the layering green glow from two slits hovering above. A crooked horn above that dripped a splash of acid pouring down over me. Eating away at my colorful mane, only the acrid stench of flesh and fur melting into chitin filled my nostrils. I thrashed at the venom as it slowly consumed me. My hooves rang hollow against the solid carapace enveloping my core.



I lay in the dark, mingling with the shadow once again. The buffeting echo of the Queen’s monstrous laugh seized my ears. I cried out in response, “No!”



I woke with a start. The light of the sun shone down through the loft, warming the spot where I lay. It wasn’t far from the haystack where I began the night’s dream. I raised my good leg up to block the glare of the sun. Once again, the light filtered through the empty space dotting the end.



The door creaked.



I turned to find myself completely exposed. Safety beneath the blanket or in the haystack itself were too far off to even consider. My injured foreleg barely responded before a shooting pain flooded my head. I watched helplessly as the door swung open, revealing my nakedness to the outside world.



Apple Bloom quickly jumped inside, gently shutting the door behind. “Shhh,” she whispered. “My sister’s close by. She can hear it when you yell like that.”



She hopped to my side and drove her head under my neck. With my good leg draped over her shoulder, she hauled me back to my pile of hay.



I opened my mouth to thank her, but she held a hoof against it turning back toward the door. She dropped to the side and scooped up the blanket. In the same motion, she heaved it over my body. I heard the door open in nearly the same moment.



“Apple Bloom?” the voice from last night asked, “where’d you run off to?”



“I’m right here, sis.” The shuffle of tiny hooves beat a hasty retreat from my position. “Just checking the stores.”



“Good. I need your help in the fields this morning. We’ve got a lot of planting to do.”



“Alright, I’ll get my seed bags and meet you out there.”



“Okay, but don’t keep me waiting.”



The clop of much larger hooves faded into the distance. The smaller ones came racing back toward me. Figuring the coast was clear, I poked my head out from under the blanket. Apple Bloom had already retrieved the water bucket and made quick work of getting it filled. Another bucket of ripe, delicious apples soon made a breakfast pairing.



“I gotta go help my sister in the fields. The others should come by as soon as they gather the stuff they’re supposed to get.” Apple Bloom turned to leave, but tilted her head back around. “Sorry if you don’t like the apples. It’s kind of all I got.”



“The apples are amazing, and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” I said, holding back on the tears from the mix of pain and gratitude.



“I’ll try and make it quick, but I can’t promise anything.” She ran for the far end of the barn and slipped on a pair of small packs before zipping past my bed and out the door.



Again, I was alone. Even so, the same feeling as last night swept over me. That warm glow spread through my core and radiated out from there. My pain melted away as I took in a draught of fresh juice. I ate slowly, savoring each moment. Lifting my broken leg, I barely noticed a difference. I certainly couldn’t move anything below the knee, but it no longer hurt. My magic felt stronger now than before my short-lived battle with the Queen. I could feel something taking hold of me, and I embraced it. I couldn’t bear to let it go.



The rest of the morning passed without incident. I attempted a short walk to the far end of the barn but only got as far as the next stall before my body gave out. Apparently it takes more than euphoria to mend a broken carapace. The crack in my side oozed a bit when I moved. My leg did the same if I tried to apply pressure. My lofty goal of a cross room trek fell back to a few steps forward followed by a painful retreat. I curled up on the hay and waited for the fillies to return.



The first to arrive was the white one, whose name I’m pretty sure is Sweetie Belle. She furrowed her brow as she dug through her pack. Short strips of cloth in all manner of colors fell to the ground while she fought to draw out one particularly long purple piece. Having accomplished the task, her smile quickly changed as she stared down at me.



“I guess we can start with your leg,” Sweetie Belle said eying my cracked flank. “We’ll have to wait for the others on the big one.” She gathered up a number of smaller swatches and laid them out side by side. “Which color do you like?”



I looked over the assortment. The question had never been asked of me. “I don’t think I have a favorite color, unless you count black. Pretty much everything is black where I come from. Which do you like?”



“Hmm…” She bit her lip and stroked her chin. “Let’s try white. It’s pretty much the opposite of black, but I think it works for this.”



“Okay,” I said, nodding my head and extending my leg as carefully as I could. Before I could blink, my cannon sported a lovely white bow. I didn’t even feel a thing. “Thank you,” I added, my lip quivering in the anti-climax.



The door creaked again. I did my best to dive beneath the blanket, and Sweetie Belle pulled over the rest. In another moment, she pulled back the corner and smiled. “It’s just Scootaloo. We’re okay.”



The filly approached, a frown hung across her muzzle. “Sorry I’m late. I couldn’t find what I was looking for.”



“That’s okay, Scootaloo.” Sweetie Belle dropped into a short hug with her friend which seemed to pass some of the cheer to the one most in need of it. “We could use your help to get the big bandage on her… I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.”



“It’s alright. I don’t have a name.” I tried to hold a smile as two fillies’ jaws dropped. “The only one with a name is the Queen. She gets to choose it when she assumes the throne. The rest of the drones, or princesses, don’t matter, so we don’t have names.”



“Doesn’t that get confusing?” Scootaloo asked.



“It’s actually quite simple,” I replied. “You are either a drone, a princess, or the Queen. It’s really not that complicated.”



“Yeah, but how do you tell each other apart?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“We don’t.” It felt good to have such a simple answer to give. “The drones can’t really think for themselves, so they don’t care. Princesses don’t live long enough for it to matter. If one does, she’s the new queen and she picks out a name for herself.”



“So what should we call you?” Scootaloo cracked a smile.



“I-I don’t know,” I stammered. “You’re sort of putting me on the spot here. Maybe if you give me some time, I can think of something?” The thought of giving myself a name hadn’t occurred to me as yet.



“Sorry.” She blushed and drew away. “It’s just weird to have a friend without a name.”



A friend? Is that what she called me? “I’ll try and think of a good one. When I have it, I’ll be sure and let you know.” The warm glow swelled inside me. Magic poured from my horn and swept down my neck.



The fillies looked scared and fell back. I reached out toward them. “What’s wrong?” The return stares and pointing hooves led me to examine myself. I ran my foreleg across my cheek and down my neck. The soft touch of fur brushed against the slick chitin of my leg. It felt amazing.



I reached back to feel how far the changes went, but stopped short when the pain in my side returned in full force. The others rushed forward. Scootaloo hauled me up. Lifting my barrel off the ground she balanced my forward half across her back. Sweetie Belle wasted no time in slipping the long purple strip around my middle while tying off the ends in another lovely bow.



Gently, Scootaloo lowered me to my bed and Sweetie Belle drew the blanket back over my hind quarters. I took several deep breaths before nodding my head and giving thanks. “I don’t deserve any of this. By all rights, I should be dead. In spite of the pain, I don’t think I’ve ever felt more alive than I do right now. Thank you both; thank you all.”



“Oh good, you’re both here.” Apple Bloom barely made a sound slipping into the barn undetected. “And… wow… that’s new! I see you got the bandages though. Did you find out anything about setting a broken wing?”



“Nope,” Scootaloo answered, kicking at the ground and failing to make eye contact. “Everypony I asked just looked at me weird. Even Twilight got all flustered and tried to take me to the hospital when I brought it up. All I wanted was a book or something. I was sure she’d have one lying around like she always does.”



“It’s alright,” I said, smiling the biggest smile I could manage. “My wings don’t hurt. In fact, I don’t really care if they ever heal.” I sort of expected the reaction that comment garnered. A mixture of odd stares and horrified glares spoke volumes. “If you’ll allow, I’d like to try something.”



The trio gave each other sideways glances, but they soon turned and nodded their approval.



I laid back and focused as hard as I ever had. Slowly, the magic began to flow from my horn, spreading over my body like a warming breeze. The feeling was unlike anything I had ever experienced. As a princess, I wasn’t allowed to practice the shape-shifting or illusionary magic arts. The Queen forbade its use by any daughter of the court. Those rules no longer applied to me. 



I gazed down in awe as the pale pink coat draped over my black exterior. Holding up my foreleg, the holes borne on the tip sealed up in the fuzzy pink tufts reaching down to my shiny new hooves. I could feel the explosion of color as my new tail burst out replacing the old, dingy blue. Last of all, a tri-colored swath of hair covered my eyes. The changes complete, I closed my eyes and basked in the glow.



Three little fillies threw themselves on me. Their giggles filled my ears and drew away the last notes of pain in my side.



“You’re a pony!” Apple Bloom shouted.



“You’re just like us!” Sweetie Belle squealed.



“You’re totally awesome!” Scootaloo cheered.



I hugged the trio with all the strength I could muster. My tears were tears of joy. No longer did I feel the lingering pain of death’s touch reaching out to drag me down. All I felt was the love of three amazing friends lifting me up. They saw me as a pony—a pony just like them—someone unique and special, not simply another princess or drone. I felt like a queen.



The hug parted and the trio rose to stand. The tears in my eyes might have had something to do with it. Even though I felt whole, they feared for my injuries. I rolled over and steadied my new hooves underneath. I tapped the former broken leg to the ground, testing a little weight, but it felt fine. Better than ever, in fact.



In one smooth motion, I rose up and tossed my mane over my shoulder. A large clump of hair promptly fell across my face. I jerked back and forth to try and get it to lie flat, but to no avail. Apple Bloom chuckled at the sight and stepped forward. Taking the bow from her own head, she ran the red ribbon through my mane. Drawing back the hair from my face, she gave it one more loop before securing it with a knot, completing my new look.



She stepped back, taking in the view with Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle at her sides. I could feel my heart filling to the point of overflowing with the gratitude and love I felt bursting within. I wanted this feeling to go on forever; I wished from the depths of my soul that it would. A flash and three squealing fillies later, I knew this was only the beginning.



The door swung open.



“What’s going on in here?” The voice from before now had a mare to go with it. “Who’s this little filly?”



“We can explain!” Apple Bloom fell to the ground, her hooves raised in plea to her sister.



“It’s not what you think!” Scootaloo joined a moment later.



“Don’t hurt her, please!” Sweetie Belle completed the trio of groveling fillies.



“Now why would I do that?” The mare stepped forward. My muzzle barely reached her shoulder. “What’s your name, missy?”



I looked up into the sparkling green eyes staring down at me. I felt a twinge of fear, but steadied myself to answer. “I never had a name, that is, until now.” I glanced over at my friends, each popping their heads up and turning their ears to hear the announcement. “Thanks to your sister and her friends, I know who I am and what my name should be. Through their generosity, kindness, and love, the holes in my heart have been filled. I am no longer a nameless changeling princess. Today, I take up my throne and proclaim myself a pony—a pony by the name of, Lovely Heart!”



“Changeling!?” The fire ignited in those deep green eyes. I shrank in terror of the beast I had inadvertently unleashed. “Scootaloo, run and fetch Princess Twilight—NOW! Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle—inside the house, GO!”



“But, sis—”



“Not a single word! MOVE!”



I cowered on the spot. Nothing remained of the princess I was. My horn, my wings, my whole life—not that any of that mattered—all of it gone. My friends burst into tears and I joined them in that respect. I watched as they left the barn, some slow and one fast. I tried to catch one last glimpse as they turned past the door, but my attempt met the wrathful glare of Apple Bloom’s sister.



My dream was coming true. All of it.








It didn’t take long for another to join. The one called ‘Twilight’, a princess in her own right, brought all the questions, and I replied as best I could.



“You admit to being a changeling?”



“Yes.”



“And you refuse to drop the illusion?”



“I can’t.”



“You can’t, or you won’t?”



“Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, I can’t. My magic won’t respond. I don’t even have a horn anymore.”



“Changeling magic is illusory in nature. Why are you lying about not having a horn?”



“I don’t know. I wasn’t allowed to study shapeshifting magic, so I’m not exactly sure how this works.”



“How is that? You’re obviously not a drone. Why would a queen not understand the basic concepts of changeling magic?”



“I’m not a queen. I used to be a princess, though.”



“A princess?”



“Yeah… Not a drone. Not a queen. Sort of a fallback in case we ever need a new queen, but really nothing else. There’s a whole bunch of us.”



“Interesting…”



I looked up from the ground which I had thoroughly examined over the course of the last several minutes. Twelve small pebbles, eight blades of hay, dirt; I could probably relate the size, length, and color of each spec should it ever be required. The unflinching green eyes of the orange mare remained locked on target: me. Twilight paced across the barn, muttering to herself.



“Ah ha!” The Princess turned and signaled to my jailer. “Applejack, take a step back. I’m going to try a little magic.”



“Whatever you say, Twilight.” Applejack snarled. “You just give me the word, and I’ll buck this little bug clear out of Equestria.”



“Just give me a clear shot, please.” Twilight’s horn ignited. Applejack backed away.



I braced for impact, knowing full well what was coming. I could already smell the fur burning away from my black undercoat. Closing my eyes, I tried to maintain one last image of the pony I wished I could remain forever. Like all my other wishes, it was never meant to be.



The crackle of magic washed over me like a tidal wave. I didn’t budge. A couple of birds peering down from the rafters took flight, but I remained rooted in place.



I opened my eyes.



With a sniff, my furry pink muzzle tasted the air. It didn’t taste right. I should be smelling the acidic burn from re-exposed chitin painfully overtaking my fur. All I could smell were apples.



Twilight looked just as shocked as I felt. She picked up her hooves and cautiously made her way forward. “That was my changeling reveal spell. It should have destroyed all form of illusion.” Circling around, she took in the sight from every angle. With a discerning eye, she poured over every inch of my furry body.



After what felt like an eternity under her gaze, she stopped. Reaching out, she lay a hoof against my flank. The warm glow returned, bubbling to the surface and throbbing out from each tiny heart. She gasped. “I don’t understand.” Her hoof dropped to the ground and she resumed her pacing.



“Could I ask a favor,” I said.



“Depends on the favor,” Applejack answered.



“It’s not much. All I ask is that you allow me to say goodbye to my friends before you execute me.” The words felt like razors slicing up from my throat. “I need to say ‘thank you’ one last time.”



“What do you mean?” Twilight asked. She stopped her pacing and took a few steps toward me.



“I want to say thanks to the fillies that fixed me.” I raised my head and directed my plea at the Princess. “I was broken, and they patched the holes in my heart. It’s because of them that I know what it feels like to be loved. Just let me say goodbye, and I’ll go quietly.”



“Applejack,” Twilight turned her attention away from me, “please bring the girls in.”



“But…” Applejack drew back. “She’s a changeling!”



Twilight smiled and spread out her wings. With a flap, she lifted off the ground. Her horn took on a glow and the stars on her flank sparkled, emitting a light that danced around the barn interior.



“Whoa now…” Applejack scooted forward. The apples on her flank beamed a bright red, shining their own light and not merely reflecting Twilight’s glow.



I felt a familiar warmth spread through my flank. My own little hearts danced and sang adding three more colors to the surroundings.



The glow subsided, and Princess Twilight floated down. Smiling directly at me, she tipped her head giving a nod of acceptance. “I don’t know how it happened, but this little filly is one-hundred-percent pony. Her cutie mark is irrefutable proof of that.”



“Well I’ll be,” Applejack said, shaking her head. “What’s the deal with that cutie mark spell, Twi?”



Twilight gave a little giggle. “I’ve been doing some research into one of least understood fields of Equestrian magic: cutie mark magic.”



“What do you mean?” Applejack looked a little confused and I found myself even more lost than usual. “Everypony knows you get your cutie mark when you discover that special something that makes you who you are.”



“That’s not all,” Twilight replied. “A cutie mark is a special kind of pony magic. Unlike a unicorn horn, pegasus wings, or earth pony hooves, it’s something that all ponies have in common, and something that makes each one of us unique. Nopony can give it to you, and nopony can take it away. It’s one of our most powerful magics.”



Applejack rubbed her chin. “So how’d a changeling end up with one?”



“That’s a very good question.” Twilight approached and lifted a hoof to my bow giving it a bit of a tease. “I believe she tapped into her changeling magic in such a way that she actually became a pony. In doing so, she discovered who she was truly meant to be. Cutie mark magic took care of the rest.”



“I can’t take credit for any of that,” I said. “It was all my friends’ doing.”



Twilight smiled down at me. “Applejack, would you mind fetching the girls now. I’m sure they would love to see their friend.”



“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Applejack replied.



“I believe I just did,” Twilight said.



Applejack blushed, then nodded, and finally trotted away.








“Are you sure we’re not in trouble?” A floppy, red mane poked out from behind Applejack. Two other heads and three bouncy tails followed.



“On the contrary,” Twilight said, “congratulations are in order. The four of you deserve an award!”



“Four?” I asked. “I had nothing to do with it.”



“Of course you did,” Twilight replied. “You all played a part in one of the most amazing displays of friendship I have ever seen. It isn’t every day you find a changeling turned pony who gets her own cutie mark. All of you deserve some recognition for that, maybe even the title of ‘Honorary Princess’!”



“I don’t think I ever want to be a princess again, honorary or not.” I ran forward and dove into the embrace of my friends. “I’m happy just being a pony.”



Applejack slid aside next to Twilight. “I don’t know about awards, but we’re gonna have to figure out some livin’ arrangements for the new addition, don’t want her sleeping in the barn.”



“Ahh, is it too late to ask for a sleepover?” Apple Bloom asked over my shoulder as we hugged. “Lovely Heart can share my bed.”



“We can do better than a simple sleepover,” Twilight replied. “Let’s go back to the castle and celebrate. You can all stay the night. We’ll worry about her long-term accommodations after we talk to Celestia. For now, Lovely Heart can stay with me.”



“Princess Castle birthday party! Hooray!” Sweetie Belle cheered.



Scootaloo finished her hug and smiled at me. “A few days late, but you’re only ten once, right?”



“Wait a minute,” Applejack said. “You’re only ten?”



“Yes,” I answered plainly. “That’s when a princess comes of age and has to face the Queen—her rules. The ten year anniversary of my hatching was three days ago.”



“But that means... you’re still a child.” Twilight dropped back into thinking mode. “Your magic didn’t have time to mature.”



“I guess.” I really had nothing to base my understanding on other than what I had been taught, which I already knew to be a lie. 



“I think I see what’s going on here.” Twilight draped a foreleg across my shoulder. “The Queen is eliminating her competition before you grow powerful enough to challenge her.”



“All I know is what I’ve been told.” It felt kind of awkward to think back to my former life. At this point, I wanted to forget it ever happened. All the training to become Queen had been a lie geared toward keeping up the pretense of order in the hive. I knew better now. It’s not like every princess could grow up to one day become queen.



“You poor thing.” Twilight wrapped me up in a hug complete with a wing surround. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”



“Don’t be,” I said. Her gentle embrace touched my soul. A mother’s love should feel like this, not at all what I was accustomed to. “All that matters now is that I’m here, and I have friends for the first time in my life. I couldn’t be happier.”



I sat back and started to remove my bandages. With a little help from Twilight’s magic, the knots came free. First, the white from my leg which I handed to Sweetie Belle. Next, the purple from my barrel which I handed to Scootaloo. As I reached for my mane and the large red bow atop my head, a yellow hoof rose to stop me.



“You can keep that. We’ll call it a birthday gift.”



I smiled and rose to my new hooves. “Thank you, Apple Bloom, and thank you all.”



We all had a bit of a giggle and finished with a big group hug. I stepped away from the group and took in a deep breath. Five smiling faces nodded back. The hive was a distant memory and fading fast. My future looked brighter than ever.



“Shall we get a move on?” Applejack asked, holding the door. I nodded, and Twilight led the way as we took to the road.



Walking out into the open, I soaked in golden rays of sun. With every step I took, I felt stronger, more alive. The sweet smell of apples wafted all around, and the birds sang a cheerful song from the trees. I could tell my life as a pony would be a lot different than my life as a princess, and yet, every new beginning comes from some other beginning's end. Closing the door on that old life, I opened up a bright new future for myself alongside my new friends. My old life without them was certainly not one worth living. I’d learned that the hard way. Perhaps, one day, I could share that lesson with the Queen.
      

      
   
      An Antique Key


      

      
      
         Twilight looked up at the storefront sign.



Knick Knack's Gifts and Antiques



She turned her head up and down the street, unsurprised to see nopony around. It was rather late, after all, and even Canterlot found time to get some sleep.



But despite the hour, lights were still on inside the modest little shop before her. Twilight reached over her shoulder to her saddlebags to confirm they were still there, just as she had a dozen times before in the previous hour. After a moment of consideration, she carefully pushed on door, and it politely let her in.



Twilight's eyes roamed the shelves that greeted her inside with an unfamiliar feeling of wonder. Among the shelves were little novelties and ornaments of all sorts of fanciful colors and design, almost none of which had any functional or practical value. And yet Twilight couldn't help the sense of spontaneous giddiness rising inside her. A warmth spread within her and a smile graced her lips as she thought back to her days as a young little filly.



Perhaps this was the kind of world Pinkie Pie lived in.



As she continued down aisle, a subtle shift in the contents of the shelves began to take hold. Soon Twilight was inspired into a new sense of awe as she passed by the beautifully crafted antiques. Every surfaced was polished to a shine, every facet of every jewel catching the light perfectly to radiate a glow beyond compare. Twilight could barely bring herself to turn away as she took in all of the breathtaking pieces around her.



Rarity would certainly feel at home here.



Twilight continued to progress through the aisle until she came to the back of the shop. Tucked into the corner was a small counter, behind which stood a bespectacled grey stallion. The wrinkles next to his eyes became more pronounced as he offered her a friendly smile.



"Good evening, miss," he said.



"Hello, sir," Twilight said as she stepped up to the counter. "I'm sorry to intrude at such a late hour."



The old stallion simply shook his head. "No need to apologize. It's worth staying open to see a friendly face. There is little in this world more precious than a smile."



Twilight offered him a small, bashful one.



"Now, how can I help you?" he asked. "Are you finding everything alright?"



"Actually, I need to speak to the owner of this shop," Twilight said. "Are you Knick Knack?"



The stallion chuckled slightly, adjusting his glasses. "I do own this shop, but if you were hoping to meet Knick, I'm afraid you're a bit too late." He gave her a slight bow. "I'm his son, Bauble."



"Oh. Oh..." Twilight's eyes widened as the realization dawned on her. "I-I'm sorry."



"It's alright, miss." His smile never faltered. "It happened quite some time ago."



"The Princess never mentioned..."



"I understand. She has so many subjects, after all." He made a vague gesture with his hoof. "We can't expect her to keep track of all of us, now can we?"



His reassurances slowly managed to set Twilight at ease. What struck her the most about this stallion was his brilliant eyes. They mimicked the color of polished gold, the color of so many of the antiques she passed on the way here. The light that danced in his eyes had not faded in his old age.



They were eyes that never forgot how to laugh.



"Is there anything I can help you with?" he offered again. "Are you looking for something specific?"



"Well, Mister Bauble--"



"Please," he said, "call me 'Baub'."



"Okay... Baub." Twilight's face scrunched at the odd name, but continued. "Maybe you could look at something for me."



"Ahh, are you looking to trade?" He seemed to brighten at the prospect. "Or perhaps you're in need of an appraisal?"



"It-It's not that." With a flare from her horn, she levitated a small object out of her saddlebag. Between the two ponies floated an ornate white key decorated with blue accents. The bow of the key was shaped like the wings of a pegasus, while the tip of the key was etched with a spiral groove, imitating a unicorn's horn.



"I was told to bring this to Knick Knack," Twilight explained.



Bauble leaned in close to the key and adjusted his glasses. "My word..." He straightened up again and looked to the back room. "Excuse me for a moment."



Before Twilight could respond, he disappeared into the other room. In his absence, Twilight set the key down on the counter and let her eyes wander. On the nearby wall hung a collection picture frames, catching Twilight's attention. Some appeared to be pictures of families, while others contained portraits of individual ponies. Several appeared to be candid, spontaneously capturing a random moment.



But in all of the pictures, the ponies had similar polished eyes, and all of them were smiling. Ponies were laughing, cheering, and smiling not for the camera, but with the camera. It was a wall filled to the brim with joy.



Twilight thought back to her first encounter with Applejack's family and couldn't help but smile.



Her eyes drifted over the photographs until one caused her to stop.



Kept in a simple wooden frame was a beautiful young mare with a cream-colored coat and soft features. Her magenta mane seemed to glimmer like the light in her eyes, and her smile was equal parts heartwarming and dazzling. Twilight leaned in closer to photograph, awestruck by the sight before her. It wasn't merely a picture of a pony.



This picture managed to capture a moment of true happiness.



"That there's my granddaughter, Trinket."



Twilight quickly turned to voice. She had been so absorbed by the picture, she hadn't noticed Bauble's return.



"About your age, I imagine," he continued. "Has herself a nice little shop in the northern district."



"She's very pretty." Twilight shook her head, reminding herself how late it was already and that she had come here with a purpose. "I'm sorry, Baub. I don't mean to waste your time."



Bauble simply smiled with a shake of his head. "Has anypony ever said you apologize too much?"



Twilight tried to formulate some sort of response.



"Take it from an old pony like me: the world is far more patient than you'd expect."



Bauble turned to look at his wall of photographs and saw generations of joyful eyes and captivating smiles. Twilight's own gaze wandered over the pictures once more until she noticed a small cardboard box that had been placed on the counter.



"What's this?" Twilight asked.



A golden glow enveloped Bauble's horn and opened up the box. "This, my dear, is a little mystery that's been in my family for generations." From out of the cardboard floated a small white box, covered in shining gemstones and blue trim. Bauble lowered it onto the counter with the same care one would give a sleeping foal.



Twilight readied her magic to lift the key, but stopped when she noticed Bauble's expression.



He was gazing down at the box, the wrinkles near his eyes becoming more distinct as he gave it a tender smile. He bore the look of proud father, or perhaps, a long-time friend.



Twilight left the key alone.



"You see, miss," Bauble continued, "my grandfather-- that is, Knick's father-- Doodad, came to possess this curious little box many years ago. And no matter how much he tried, he couldn't figure out what it was. No amount of creative magic or lock-picking spells could get it open. He tried just about everything he could without threatening its structural integrity." He let out a soft chuckle. "Probably wouldn't hurt it, anyway. It's certainly magic in nature. The silly thing doesn't even gather dust!"



Twilight stared at the simple little box. Even in the faint light around them, it seemed to glitter and shine as if it had just been polished.



"So what's a pony with a mystery to do?" Bauble asked. "Why, see the Princess, of course!



That's when Knick and the Old Dood went to have an audience with her. Knick was little more than a colt at the time. It's amazing the Princess even remembers him after all these years." He chuckled and finally broke his gaze away from the box. "I'm sorry. This must all sound like ancient history to you. Things that happened in your great-great-grandparents' time."



"N-No, I want to hear more," Twilight said quickly. "Please continue."



He smiled to himself as he adjusted his glasses. "'The world is far more patient than you'd expect'." Bauble cleared his throat and continued. "Well, when the Old Dood presented the box to the Princess, she looked it over and said that somepony else would be the one to open it. She simply told him that the answers we seek most have a habit of finding their way to us, often when we least expect it." A smile of amusement spread across his lips. "Well, the Old Dood was disappointed, to say the least, but he was never one to question the wisdom of the Princess, so he held onto the little box, always hoping he'd see what's inside.



I must've heard the story a thousand times from the Old Dood before his time came. And then my father Knick inherited the box.



He and I spent a lot of time together with this box, trying to figure out its secrets." He let out a laugh. "We got really creative. We tried to use invisibility spells on it to look inside, but it continued to resist every spell we threw at it. We spent countless hours trying to fabricate a key that would fit, but it always seemed to know. We even tried picking it up and shaking it!"



Twilight joined in his laughter until they both settled down.



"Yes, well," Bauble said with a sigh, "eventually, Knick's time came and went, and he left the box and this shop to me." He looked out at his little shop fondly. "You could almost say I was raised in these aisles, with this little box here to keep me company."



Twilight turned to follow his misty gaze. She tried to imagine Bauble as a young colt, running up and down those aisles, surrounded by all the lights and colors the shop had to offer. As she returned her attention to the box, she considered how long Bauble's family had been watching over it, all because of the words of the Princess.



If Rainbow Dash were here, she'd probably applaud their commitment.



"Now, the Old Dood, Knick, and I all had different theories on what's inside this box," he said, giving it a gentle tap. "It might be the enchanted jewelry box of an ancient wizard, or maybe it's somepony's personal treasures they wanted to keep safe."



"Like a time capsule?"



"Perhaps," he mused. "I've even considered the thought that it might be empty."



Bauble gave it another curious look, one that Twilight was able to recognize. It was the look one dons when considering a puzzle, trying to match up the pieces before even touching them. But his smile never faltered, and the light in his eyes never diminished. It was a puzzle he'd approached many times before, and yet never lost his enjoyment of it.



"I had the thought of passing it on to Trinket, now that the years are catching up to me," Bauble said distantly.



Twilight looked between the box and the key. "I-- Baub, I--"



"I think it's about time to open it," Baub said, blinking the mist out of his eyes. "Don't you?"



Twilight, unable to speak, simply nodded. Her horn began to shine with a soft purple light, enveloping and lifting the key.



"I only wish Knick and the Old Dood were here to see this," Bauble said softly.



Twilight directed the key into the keyhole, sliding it in smoothly after they'd been apart for so long. With one last flare from her horn, Twilight turned the key.



The lid clicked fully open, and a gentle melody began flowing into the air. In the center of the box, on a circular mirror platform, was a small silver sun and crescent moon, spinning on their own stands while the platform danced them around in circles. On the inside of the lid was a depiction of two young fillies-- one a sheer, brilliant white with a flowing pink mane; the other a rich, deep blue with a bouncing azure mane. They were chasing each other in circles just like the sun and moon below them, smiling and laughing as only two fillies could.



"It's a music box," Twilight said in awe.



"It's beautiful." Bauble drew a shuddering breath. "Absolutely beautiful."



Twilight nodded and as she watched the sun and moon in their dance, she let the soft music of the box fill her and warm her heart. It was soothing and comforting, like a lullaby she may or may not have heard when she was young. It held her close and whispered serenity into her ears.



It was the kind of song Fluttershy would want to sing to her friends.



The music slowed to a stop, and the sun and moon ended their dance. The magic that operated the box would be ready to start the dance again the next time it was opened, offering its joys and comforts to anypony around to accept them.



"I'd like you to have this," Bauble said.



Twilight looked up at him in shock. "But, Baub! It's been in your family for generations! I-I couldn't possibly..." She stopped when she saw his eyes. Those eyes like polished gold that never stopped smiling.



Bauble held his hoof up, indicating his beloved little shop. "This is a place of gifts," he said with a smile. "A place of sharing the joy that fills a pony with another. A place where you find the perfect gift for just the right pony.



And I can think of no gift more perfect for you than this music box."



"I-I don't know what to say," Twilight said softly.



"There's no need to say anything."



She offered him a smile. A friendly smile, more precious to the old stallion than any treasure or word of thanks.



Twilight looked back at the music box, still shining and glittering with a light that would never fade with age. It was beauty and elegance, comfort and happiness-- all inside a modest little box. And it was hers.



Yet the song was over, and the dance was finished, if only until next time.



For now, it was time to close the box.
      

      
   
      What Bartenders Do


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie rubbed the glass she was holding with her dishcloth a little harder.



It wasn’t that the glass needed to be cleaned, or that it was dirty at all, it just added to the impression that she was a bartender. It was what ponies expected a bartender to do, even if it didn’t need to be done, so she’d been “cleaning” the same glass off and on for the past three hours now.



She was getting kind of sick of it.



Putting the glass down for a while to give her forehooves a rest, she looked over the bar at the various patrons of the Apple Bucket. She wasn’t particularly sold on the name, but Applejack had insisted, and since she was the one providing the money, the cider, and the building materials. So the name stuck.



Nopony seemed to need her attention for the moment, so she resumed scrubbing furiously at the glass, forlornly remembering the good old days when she and her friends were younger. Back when they were all still getting used to each other, learning the ins and outs of friendship whether it was through mundane activities like delivering a tree to Applejack’s cousin, or more exotic like battling a hydra or a swarm of parasprites. Yeah, nothing quite like those first few years the six of them had been together.



Of course, things weren’t like that anymore. Ever since Rainbow Dash’s death, things just weren’t the same with the group.



Applejack especially had surprised Pinkie with the amount she’d changed by offering a cooperative venture between “just us Apples.” Apparently she had decided that Ponyville needed a bar, and she was just the pony to do it, what with being the premier supplier of ordinary cider. She figured it wouldn’t take too much work to convert it to the harder stuff.



Pinkie was originally confused as to what her role would be, having no experience with bartending at all, but Applejack just told her that being a bartender was about keeping people’s spirits up. And who could possibly be more suited to that than the element of laughter?



It was tough at first. Pinkie was so used to being, well, Pinkie Pie, that she couldn’t figure out the correct mindset for tending the bar. Customers tended to react violently when she sprung up out of nowhere, asked “Can I take your order?” and handed them a party balloon, much to her confusion. After the third day of no sales, Applejack had to shake some sense into her. Telling her that ponies didn’t come to bars for random hijinks and silly antics, but for stability, a welcoming smile, and a friendly ear to listen to their troubles.



It took some getting used to, but eventually Pinkie managed to find the right balance of warmth and friendliness without being too overbearing about it, at least while she was on the clock. From dawn to dusk, she was Pinkie Pie, resident goofball and element of laughter. But from dusk to roughly 2 in the morning? She was Madam Pie, giving you what you needed most be it something to drown your sorrows, or friendly advice to solve just about anything that ailed you.



Of course, Applejack and Pinkie weren’t the only ones to have changed since the incident. Rarity’s fashions were getting less and less colourful, and more and more black. Twilight had locked herself away in her castle, leaving only when called by Princess Celestia. Fluttershy had left down entirely, occasionally sending letters to the others through Pinkie about what she was up to, or the various animals she had seen. No one was certain whether or not she was telling the truth in those letters of hers.



She rubbed the glass slightly more furiously at the unpleasant memories. No, better not to think of such things and just focus on tending the bar.



The bar’s clock began to sound, signaling the turn of the hour. Two ‘o clock. Pinkie glanced at it quickly to make sure she’d heard right, then put the glass down again. “Alright guys, it’s closing time,” she announced. “Get on home to your loved ones.” Moments later, the room was filled with the sound of stools scraping against the floor and the occasional mumble as the majority of the ponies left the bar, leaving only three behind.



Patrons sticking around after closing was normal. Some ponies just didn’t want to go home. Others wanted to talk to Madam Pie but either couldn’t or didn’t want to speak to her in a bar full of other people. Either way, Pinkie just saw it has part of her job to help the last few ponies with whatever it was that ailed them. Like looking like they were cleaning dirty glasses, it was just something bartenders did.



Pinkie grabbed a fresh bottle of cider, a couple clean glasses, and made her way across the room to the secluded corner where the first of the three sat, a young orange pegasus who was barely old enough to drink. It wasn’t too difficult to guess what business this particular filly had with the bottom of a glass every night. Despite maturing to adulthood she still lacked a cutie mark; the only one of the infamous Cutie Mark Crusaders not to get one.



Scootaloo had started coming in regularly ever her birthday a couple months ago, avoiding the place only on nights that Apple Bloom was working. Pinkie wasn’t even sure Apple Bloom knew about her childhood friend’s tendency to drink the night away. But if she did, it certainly wasn’t because Pinkie had told her. Bartenders had a strict code of confidentiality.



This was the first time Scootaloo had stayed behind after hours, a break from her normal routine. Normally the pegasus simply ordered a cider or two, found a lonely corner of the bar, and nursed her drinks for the remainder of the night. A regular miserable sight, and one Pinkie tried not to focus too much attention on during the bar’s normal hours. But she was here now, and it was Pinkie’s job to do what she could.



Scootaloo was an especially pitiful looking creature tonight, face buried in her forelegs as she rested on the table. Pinkie almost considered leaving her alone for a bit longer, but that wouldn’t accomplish anything for either of them and she knew it. Placing the bottle and glasses gently down on the table, she asked “Mind if I sit down?” intentionally avoiding looking at Scootaloo’s noticeably pure orange flank as she did. Scootaloo grunted in response, and Pinkie took that as an invitation to take the chair across from her.



“Rough day?” Pinkie asked, pouring a glass of Apple Bucket’s finest.



“Go away,” Scootaloo moaned, not looking up from the comfort the table apparently provided her. Pinkie finished pouring and pushed the glass gently across the table. Scootaloo seemed not to notice.



Pinkie put on her best smile. “Come on, kid, cheer up.”



“I am not a kid!” Scootaloo snapped, head raising to glare at Pinkie, a small but intense fire behind each eye. Pinkie had apparently struck a sore spot. A mistake. She didn’t make many of those lately. Bartenders couldn’t afford to make many.



“Of course not,” perhaps this was salvageable. “You’re a young lady with a bright destiny ahead of her.”



“What would you know of destiny?” The fire in the young pegasus’s eyes were gone, replaced with a far off look. She averted her eyes, unwilling or unable to face the older mare. “Destiny’s a sham,” she finished, flopping back down to the table. Noticing the freshly poured cider for the first time, she allowed herself a good, long drink. It didn’t seem to do much for her mood.



“Maybe, maybe not.” Pinkie’s non committal answer was greeted with a snort from the younger mare. “But I do know that you can do anything you put your mind to. I’ve seen it first hoof when you were a- when you were younger.” She’d almost slipped up again.



“Those days are dead.” Scootaloo finished her cider and resumed looking far to the left. “Sweetie Belle’s touring who knows where, and Apple Bloom’s too busy to spare me enough time to say ‘Hey, Scootaloo.’ Diamond’s the only one who seems to make time for me nowadays, but she’s only taking pity on me cause of how she treated me back in school.” She snorted again “No one cares about me.”



“I care.”



“It’s your job to care.”



“I suppose it is, but that doesn’t make the emotion less real.” She put a hoof on Scootaloo’s shoulder, only to have it shrugged off. She didn’t seem to be making any progress.



The two sat in silence for awhile as Pinkie considered her next move. To her surprise, it was Scootaloo who broke the silence, lifting her head from the table to look right into Pinkie’s eyes, her own begging for affirmation. “Do you think Rainbow Dash would have been proud of me?”



It was Pinkie’s turn to look away. “If you’d asked me a year ago? I’d have said yes, of course she would. You kept trying your hardest at everything you did, even long after your friends got their marks. But now?” She turned back to face the pegasus and gave her a sorrowful stare. “You’ve given up, Scoots. That’s the last thing Rainbow would be proud of.”



Tears welled up in the pegasus’s eyes, but she refused to let herself cry. “But... I don’t know what to do anymore,” she wailed. “Rainbow’s gone, and my friends have left me, and, and…” she trailed off as she fought back the tears that so desperately wanted to burst from her eyes.



Pinkie rose from her seat and gave the younger mare a hug, sensing she needed one more than anything. Tears stained her mane as Scootaloo finally allowed herself to cry, but she didn’t mind. “It’s okay,” she breathed in reassurance. “Everything’s going to be okay.”



They remained like that for a bit before Scootaloo pushed herself away. She rubbed the last remnants of water away from her eyes. “What do I do now?”



“You could talk to Apple Bloom and-”



“No,” the pegasus shook her head. “I… don’t think that’s a good idea. Not yet.”



“Diamond Tiara, then?” Pinkie suggested, remembering her brief mention earlier in their conversation.



“Maybe…” Good. She at least seemed to be entertaining the thought, which was progress. “She has been offering me a job lately...”



“Why haven’t you taken it before?”



“I dunno…” Scootaloo stared off into the distance. “I just… wasn’t ready I guess.”



“Are you ready now?”



Scootaloo looked at her and thought carefully about her answer. “Yeah. I think so,” she gave a weak smile, got up and walked over to the door. “Thanks, Madam Pie,” she called out as she pushed the door open.



“Scootaloo?” The pegasus stopped mid stride to look at her. “Right this moment? I’m sure Rainbow’d be proud of you.”



The pegasus smiled, genuinely this time, and then walked through the door into the awaiting night, the world full of possibilities once more. Pinkie hoped it was a long time before she saw the young pegasus frequenting the bar again.



She gave the bar a quick glance, then pulled herself out of her seat. One down, two to go.



Leaving the bottle of cider where it was, she walked across the room back to the front of the bar where an old friend sat, emphasis on the old. The stubborn coot was twice as old as he was bald, and he was really, really bald.



“Heya, kid,” Cranky greeted her as she drew near, waving a bottle in his left hoof. “Come to give an old timer like me a bit of your time, eh?” He chuckled, as if the idea of anyone spending time with him nowadays was just a cruel joke at his expense.



Pinkie smiled at the false modesty. She and Cranky had become close friends over the past few years. Ever since Matilda died, Cranky found himself too alone to be comfortable and he needed someone to talk to. And Pinkie was quite literally the only other friend he had in town.



It took a lot to surprise Pinkie, but Cranky had managed to do it, putting away his normal off putting demeanor just to have a chat with her every now and then. Cranky had travelled the world in his heyday, looking for his lost love. Through their talks, Pinkie had quickly learned that with all that travelling came a lot of knowledge. And she guessed he wanted to pass on a lot of that knowledge before he died. She was more than willing to be the one who received it.



Ever since the bar had opened and he’d found out Pinkie was the bartender, Cranky had started dropping by daily, staying late every time. Not to talk to Madam Pie like most who stayed after hours, but to talk to Pinkie Pie, the girl who’d surprised him by becoming his friend all those years ago.



“Take a seat, kid,” Cranky instructed, gesturing the the chair across from him. Pinkie obliged him. “I heard your conversation with the pegasus girl. Knew her before, did ya?”



“She’s best friends with the sisters of a couple my best friends.”



“Ah, that’d explain it,” Cranky mused before taking a long swig from the bottle. “You did good, kid. She’s gonna be alright.”



Pinkie reached across the table and took the bottle from him. “You really shouldn’t drink that much at your age.”



“At my age, I’m gonna die any day now anyway,” he grumbled, looking away from her. “It doesn’t matter how much I drink anymore.” Despite the protests, he made no effort to take the bottle back.



“So what’s eating ya, kid?” he asked, still looking at some distant spot across the bar.



Pinkie rose an eyebrow quizzically. “What makes you think something’s wrong with me?”



“Don’t give me that,” Cranky shook his head before returning his has gaze on her. “You always worry about my health when somethin’s bugging ya. Besides,” he gave a quick tilt of his head at where he was looking before. “Normally I’m the last one you talk to every night, and that one’s still there, waiting for you.”



“Yeah…” Pinkie sighed. “Not looking forward to that.” She turned to look at the bar’s last remaining individual: a vaguely pony shaped figure wrapped in a cloak that masked her entire appearance. Pinkie couldn’t even tell what colour she was through the cloak.



“Oh?” Cranky asked, his curiosity piqued. “What’s the story there?”



“She walked in here an hour ago, ordered our most expensive cider, and then found the most private place she could to sit down. Since then, she hasn’t even touched the drink.” She sighed again. “She didn’t come here to drink, she came here to talk to me. And I’m pretty sure I know who she is.”



“Friend of yours?”



“You could say that.”



“Sounds big.”



“It is.”



“Well,” Cranky stood up and stretched. “I’ll leave ya to it, kid. You can tell me how it went tomorrow.”



“If you’re not dead by then, old timer.”



“Kids these days,” he muttered as he walked off, shaking his head. “no respect for their elders anymore,” he grumbled just loud enough for Pinkie. Pinkie couldn’t help but smile at the act.



But the smile faded quickly as she remembered she was a bartender. And as a bartender, she still had a job to do. Slowly she got up and walked across the room one last time. She didn’t even wait for permission to sit down this time. “Hey, Twilight.”



Twilight pulled off her hood. “How’d you know it was me?” she asked, more mournful than curious.



“Eh, you know me.” Pinkie shrugged. “The harder you’re trying to fool me, the less likely I’m going to be fooled.”



Twilight gave a weak smile. “Guess that’s true.”



The two sat in silence for awhile, neither wanting to start the awkward conversation they both knew lay before them. Pinkie was first to break the silence, “Finally left the castle, huh?”



“Yeah,” the response was distant, and perhaps a little guilty.



“So what did you want to talk to me about?”



“Can’t I just drop by to say ‘hi’ to an old friend?”



Pinkie shook her head. “If that’s all you wanted, you’d have come seen me at Sugarcube Corner, and we’d have hugged, and laughed, and cried, and I’d have called everyone over, and we’d have a great big party to celebrate the good old times. Instead,” she stood, gesturing towards the interior of the Apple Bucket, “you came here. To the bar.” She sat back down. “You didn’t come here to talk to Pinkie Pie, Sugarcube Corner’s bubbly assistant, thrower of a thousand parties, and friend to everypony in town. You came here to see me, Madam Pie, the bartender anyone can share their sorrows with without fear of judgement and with hopes of finding an answer.”



Twilight looked away, ashamed.



“So talk to me, Twilight.” Pinkie reached a hoof across the table to rest comfortably on Twilight’s. “Tell Madam Pie whatever it is you came here to talk to her about.”



The awkward silence that had just visited them returned as they sat there like that. Pinkie wanted to say more, to say something, but she knew she’d said all she could. It was Twilight’s turn to talk. If she was willing.



“I just...” Twilight stopped, unable or unwilling to finish the thought.



“Yes?” Pinkie urged.



Twilight closed her eyes, psyching herself up for the imminent conversation. “I just don’t know how to handle it, Pinkie. I just… don’t know.” Her head drooped.



“Handle what?” Pinkie prodded, hoping for more to go off of.



Twilight threw her hooves into the air. “Everything!” She shouted, blaming the world for her troubles. “Nothing’s the same anymore, Pinkie. All I want is to go back to the way things were before. With you, and Applejack, and Fluttershy, and Rarity and…” she trailed off.



“And Rainbow Dash,” Pinkie finished the thought for her. Twilight sobbed.



“Why’d she have to die, Pinkie?” Twilight turned back to face her friend, tears streaking down her face. “Why? It’s just not fair!”



“It’s not,” Pinkie agreed, trying her best not burst out crying herself.



“How do you handle it?” Twilight repeated her original question, grabbing Pinkie’s shoulders. “How?” she demanded.



“We all handle it differently. Applejack’s coping by burying herself in her work, both at the farm and here at the bar. Rarity’s expressing her grief through her creativity and living vicariously through Sweetie Belle’s singing career. As for Fluttershy…” she trailed off at the thought, uncertain what it was exactly Fluttershy had been doing ever since she left town. “I think Fluttershy just needs to be alone for awhile.”



“But what should I do?” Twilight wailed, shaking her friend.



“I don’t know,” Pinkie admitted. “You have to figure that out for yourself.” Twilight bawled, and Pinkie had to pry herself away from Twilight before continuing. “But what I do know is that what you’re currently doing clearly isn’t working for you. You’ve kept yourself locked up in your castle, unwilling to talk to anyone, especially your friends.” She stood up and walked around the table. “You’re the Princess of Friendship, Twilight,” she said softly, embracing her friend as tightly as she could. “You need friends more than anyone.”



Twilight returned the hug, crying her eyes out into Pinkie’s mane. The two remained there in each other’s forelegs for several minutes until it finally sounded like Twilight had calmed down enough to talk again. “Is Applejack here?” she asked, prying herself away from the hug to look her friend in the eyes.



Pinkie smiled. “Do you want to see her?”



Twilight nodded.



“Okay then, come on.”



Pinkie dropped back down to all fours and led Twilight behind the bar. The two walked in complete silence, neither wanting to disrupt the moment they’d just shared. When they’d finally reached the office where Applejack was no doubt working on their finances, she knocked on the door.



“Yeah? What is it, Pinkie?” The farm pony and bar owner shouted in response. Pinkie just opened the door to let Twilight in.



“Applejack, I missed you so much!” the purple alicorn bawled as she charged into the room.



“What the?” Applejack exclaimed. “Twilight, when did you get he-” she was cut off as Twilight squeezed the air out of her.



Pinkie closed the door, letting her friends catch up on their own. She sighed as she walked back to the bar, stopping only to grab a broom so she could clean up the place.



After all, that’s just another thing bartenders did.
      

      
   
      Letting Her Go


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie hummed as she stirred the mix in the bowl, the faint melody resonated through the empty room. She used her tail to turn the dial on the oven, and moved a bit closer to it, so its warmth would help her stave off the cold of the snowy night.



“Cupcakes, cupcakes, cupcakes!” she sang. And she would have kept singing had it not been for the jingle of a bell that came from the front door.



“Welcome to Sugarcube Corner! We’re about to close for the day, so I will swiftly satiate your yearning for yummies as soon—Oh, Twilight, hi,” Pinkie Pie said as she walked towards her friend.



“Hello, Pinkie,” Twilight said as she entered the room, shaking the snow from her boots. Twilight made a  moved forward, towards the pink mare, but stopped herself halfway through. She cleared her throat and removed her scarf,  “How are you?”



“I’m fine, Sugarcube Corner is going to close early, though. The Cakes took the twins out for a walk in town,” Pinkie Pie said.



“I assume they went to the new Plaza they inaugurated near the castle,” Twilight said.



“Yupperooni!” Pinkie Pie said, nodding with energy.



“I wish they didn’t make such a fuss about it,” Twilight said as a light blush spread over her cheeks.



“You can’t blame them, Twi, everypony wants to be close to the house of Ponyville’s best Princess,” the pink mare added.



“Yeah, maybe that’s it…” Twilight trailed off as she stared at Pinkie Pie, “Anyway, I didn’t come here to buy pastries, Pinkie.”



The baker cocked her head in confusion, “Why, then?”



“I…” Twilight fluttered her wings, “I came to see you.”



Pinkie Pie blinked a couple of times before smiling. It wasn’t her usual cheerful smile, no. This was a more subdued smile. It was an understanding, kind smile.



“Sure, Twi. Come to the kitchen, I’m baking the pastries for tomorrow,” she said as she turned around and headed for the kitchen.



“Alright!” Twilight said.



The alicorn followed the earth pony into the kitchen. Twilight’s eyes wandered around the room, scanning every surface. Everything in the room was sparkling clean, save for the spot near the oven where a bowl of batter laid on its side.



“I’m making cupcakes,” Pinkie Pie said as she grabbed the bowl and started stirring again.



“This isn’t the first time we’ve baked together, you know? I can recognise a cupcake in the making when I see it,” Twilight said as she took out a mold of the cabinets.



“I know that, silly,” Pinkie said as she giggled, “I just wanted you to know how long this will take, so you don’t arrive late at your appointment with Applejack.”



Twilight let out a surprised yelp, and the contents of the cabin came crashing down on her.



“Twilight! Are you okay?” Pinkie Pie said, hurrying to Twilight’s side.



“I’m… I’m alright,” Twilight said as she stood up, “How did you know about that?”



“Huh?”  Pinkie Pie said as she put the spilled utensils back on their place.



“About… Applejack inviting me over to the farm tonight,” Twilight asked. She wasn’t looking at Pinkie Pie, instead, her eyes were facing down, staring at the light blue tiles of the kitchen.



“Oh, that,” Pinkie said, waving a hoof, “Applejack came the other day and she seemed very uncomfortable, so I asked her if she was alright, so she said she wanted to ask me something, so I told her ‘of course you can, silly!’ so she asked me if I was ok with her asking you to come to her house tonight and then I asked her why shouldn’t I be ok with that, and then she said I knew why, even though I really didn’t, so I told her that, and I told her that she should be asking you if you were alright with going to AJ’s house because you were the one she was inviting and not me, so I that’s why I didn’t understand why she was asking me instead of you.”



Twilight blinked. Her mouth opened and closed several times, but she didn’t say anything. After a few moments, she took the cupcake mold and walked to the kitchen counter in silence. Pinkie Pie stared at her, smiling in silence.



“I was singing the cupcakes song before you came, Twilight. Do you wanna sing the cupcakes song?” Pinkie Pie asked as she opened a bag of flour.



“I… I’m fine listening to you sing, Pinkie, the cold weather isn’t too kind on my throat,” Twilight said.



“Alright then,” Pinkie said as she started to pour the flour on the bowl, “La-lara-lala~.”



The mares worked together; Pinkie Pie going back and forth around the kitchen as she moved to the rhythm of her tune, and Twilight assisting the mare in everything she told her. However, the baker could tell that something felt odd in the room.



Once she sang the last verse of the song, and Twilight had finished filling the molds with the cupcake mix, Pinkie Pie took the tray with her mouth and placed it in the oven. Closing it with a flick of her tail, she turned around and faced the alicorn.



Pinkie Pie’s cheerful expression quickly turned into a frown when she looked at her friend.



“Wha— what is it?” Twilight said.



“You have some batter on your cheek,” Pinkie Pie said, grabbing a towel from the counter and giving it a lick to dampen it, “Here, just let me…”



Twilight’s eyes grew and seemed to be about to step backwards when Pinkie Pie grabbed her by the back of her head and started rubbing the moist towel against her fur. The alicorn’s cheeks turned red as Pinkie Pie cleaned her.

“P-pinkie…” Twilight whispered.



Pinkie Pie gave her an apologetic look as she withdrew her hooves, “Heh, sorry, you probably want to do that yourself.”



“No! That’s… Ah, I mean...” Twilight’s blush deepened as she stumbled with her words.



The pink mare extended her hoof, and offered the alicorn the towel. Twilight stared at it for a moment before taking it with her magic.



“Thanks, Pinkie,” she said in a murmur as she cleaned the remainders of the batter from her face.



“There, much better,” Pinkie Pie said, beaming.



Twilight finished cleaning herself off and threw the towel on the counter. She then remained silent, not looking at Pinkie.



“Well, now we just have to wait for the cupcakes to be baked,” Pinkie Pie said, looking at the clock on the wall and squinted at it as she calculated the time in her mind. After that she twisted a timer and laid it on top of the oven. 



“They should be done in about twenty minutes, what time did you tell Applejack you’ll be at Sweet Apple Acres?” Pinkie Pie asked.



“I... I actually haven’t answered Applejack,” Twilight said in a low voice.



Pinkie Pie’s eyes widened as she let out a surprised yelp, “What!?”



“Pinkie…” Twilight whispered as she grimaced.



“But she was looking forward to this night. You can’t just leave her hanging like this!” Pinkie Pie exclaimed, throwing her hooves in the air.



“Pinkie,”Twilight said, slightly louder now.



“You have to go, Twilight, How could you not have told her that you’re going?” Pinkie said, taking a step forward.



“Because I’m not sure if I’ll go!” Twilight yelled, making the earth pony flich.



Silence followed the mare’s outburst. Twilight kept her eyes fixated on the ground, not daring to look at Pinkie. Pinkie Pie, for her part, was raising her right hoof to her chest, backing away from Twilight a bit.



“What do you mean, Twi? AJ told me she really wanted you to go, why won’t you go?” Pinkie Pie asked, her concern was clear in her voice.



“I didn’t say I wouldn’t go, I just said I wasn’t sure, because… because...” Twilight said.



“Because?” Pinkie Pie prodded her.



Twilight sighed and looked down, “You… you said you were alright with me going, right?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.



Pinkie Pie blinked a couple of times in confusion, “Why wouldn’t I be?”



“You know why…” Twilight said, still looking everywhere except at Pinkie.



Pinkie Pie giggled, “You asked me the same thing that AJ did, you two must think alike.”



“So, you’re ok with it?” Twilight asked.



“I already told you that I—”



“Just say it,” Twilight cut her off, “say that you don’t mind.”



Pinkie Pie looked at the alicorn, she could see that Twilight was very serious.



“Please... for us? For what we had?” Twilight pleaded.



The pink mare smiled. Again, it wasn’t a cheerful smile, it wasn’t her usual party smile, nor was it her “I hope you have a good night with Applejack” smile. It was a soft, almost sad, smile.



“You can go to Applejack’s farm tonight, Twilight, I really won’t mind,” Pinkie Pie said, gently shaking her head.



Twilight closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, “Thank you, Pinkie.”



“No problem, Twi,” Pinkie Pie said, smiling a smile as wide as her face would let her.



“I… I guess I’ll be leaving now,” Twilight said, shifting awkwardly in place.



“Alright, Twi!” Pinkie Pie said as she opened the door of the kitchen and walked out.



They walked to the door of Sugarcube Corner in silence. Despite their talk, Twilight still avoided Pinkie’s eyes, but the earth pony paid no mind to that. She waited patiently as Twilight put on her scarf and walked to the door.



“So… I guess this is it, right?” Twilight said, stopping at the doorway.



“Yup! I’ve got to close Sugarcube Corner in about fifteen minutes anyway,” Pinkie Pie said, nodding.



“That’s not what I… Ah, nevermind,” Twilight said as she shook her head. She lingered next to Pinkie Pie, immobile, almost as if the snow had froze her in place. 



Pinkie was about to say something when Twilight turned around and threw her forearms around the pink pony, and nestled her head against Pinkie’s neck. This took Pinkie Pie by surprise, but after a few seconds, she returned the hug, and didn’t let go.



That is the first rule of hugging, if somepony hugs you, never be the first person to let go, because you never know how much can that pony need a hug.



Still, Pinkie Pie wondered if Twilight would let her go in time for her to take the cupcakes out of the oven.



It had been several minutes since Twilight had hugged Pinkie, and she still hadn’t said a word. Neither of them had, and Pinkie Pie didn’t know is she should say something. In the end, she didn’t have to, because Twilight spoke first.



“Pinkie…?” She said, her voice muffled by the earth pony’s coat.



“Yes, Twilight?” Pinkie Pie asked as she stroked the alicorn’s mane.



“Is… Is there anything you want to tell me?” Twilight asked her, “Anything at all?”



Pinkie Pie rested her head on top of Twilight’s, and kept stroking her mane.



“Pinkie?” Twilight pleaded.



“Have fun at Applejack’s house, Twi,” Pinkie Pie said, and as she said this, she could feel Twilight squeezing harder.



Twilight didn’t let go, even after a full minute had passed since Pinkie Pie had talked. And once she could feel the dampness in her neck, Pinkie didn’t want to deprive her friend from whatever comfort she could give her. Whether it was the right thing to do at that moment, Pinkie didn’t know, she just knew that it was the best she could do for her friend.



“Thanks, Pinkie,” Twilight said as she finally let go. Pinkie Pie could see the wet spots that Twilight’s tears had made on her cheeks, but she didn’t mention it.



“No problem, Twi. Say hi to Applejack for me,” Pinkie Pie said, still holding Twilight by her shoulders.



Twilight gave her a small smile before turning around and headed to Sweet Apple Acres, “Goodbye, Pinkie.”



“Goodbye, Twilight,” Pinkie Pie whispered as she leaned on the doorframe.








“I did the right thing, didn’t I, Gummy?” Pinkie Pie said between munches of a vanilla cupcake.



The baby alligator looked at his master from deep inside of the large crystal cage he lived in during winter. His large open eyes reflected the orange light of the incandescent light-bulbs



“I mean, Twilight is going to be happy now, and so will AJ…”



Despite what she had said, Pinkie Pie did know why AJ had been so nervous when she came to Sugarcube Corner. She also knew why Twilight had been acting so awkwardly this evening



“She’s gonna be happier than she was with me.”



Gummy blinked, with a speed that would rival Tank.



“Ugh… We’ve been through this already, Gummy,” Pinkie Pie said, looking at her pet alligator with an annoyed look.



“Twilight and I broke up because things between us didn’t work, and I accepted that. I cried and cried and cried, but I accepted it.”



Gummy’s left eye opened, slowly.



“But it didn’t, Gummy! It was nice while it lasted, but it’s over now,” Pinkie Pie said, burying her face in her pillows.



Gummy opened his right eye, just as slowly.



“We agreed that it was over, and we agreed to move on,” Pinkie Pie said.



Gummy closed his eyes.



“No, Gummy, I don’t think Twilight came here tonight because she wanted us to get back together, I don’t she’d do something like that,” Pinkie Pie said as she turned around to face the little alligator.



Pinkie’s eyes moistened, but she didn’t cry.



“I don’t know… Maybe she just wanted to be sure everything was done between us before she moved on,” Pinkie Pie said as she looked through the window at the falling snowflakes.



“That’s a part of my life that has already passed, Gummy, and now...” Pinkie Pie paused as she took a deep breath, “now it’s time I close that chapter and move on.”



She then took another bite off the cupcake she was eating, and she licked the pink and purple frosting from her lips.
      

      
   