
      I Shall Please


      

      
      
         “And that, Mister Shill, is the plan,” said Flim.



Flam smiled beneath his mustache. “Are you in?”



Silver Shill shifted from hoof to hoof. “Well, it was a very interesting explanation, but I’m not quite sure I understand. So the tonic doesn’t actually do anything?”



Flim and Flam shared a smirk. “Well,” said Flim, “I wouldn’t say that.”



“Not at all,” said Flam. “It quenches thirst.”



“Tastes great.”



“Provides several essential vitamins and minerals.”



“And more than that:”



The two spoke together. “It provides hope.”



Silver blinked. “Say again?”



“Ah, my good stallion,” said Flam, “the Flimflam Miracle Curative Tonic may not directly cure most ailments, this is true.”



“But the promise of a cure is a truly precious thing,” said Flim.



“It gives a pony something no mere medicine can.”



“Not just confidence.”



“Not just nourishment.”



“But hope,” they said, doffing their hats.



“Hope,” said Flim, “that can make ponies do what they never dared to dream they could do.”



“Hope,” said Flam, “that can overcome the despair that so many resign themselves to when mistreated by malady or misfortune.”



Flim held up a bottle of tonic. “Hope that this.”



Flam leaned in next to it. “This little bottle.”



“For this mere pittance.”



“Can cure all their ills.”



Flim smiled. “And when you think of it that way…”



So did Flam. “Why, what could possibly be wrong about it?”



“But!” Flim leaned in close. “We need a testimony.”



Flam moved to Silver Shill’s side, draping a foreleg over his withers. “A trustworthy pony who can assure them that our claims aren’t just boastful bunkum.”



“Aren’t they?” said Silver.



The brothers shared a glance, too brief for Silver to read. “Well,” said Flim, “there are a few things the tonic can cure on its own.”



“Nutrient deficiencies, mostly.”



“And starvation.”



“Which, when you think about it,” said Flam, “is a deficiency of every nutrient.”



“Valid point, brother of mine.”



“But that is but a side benefit.”



Flim nodded. “Indeed it is.”



“Because a pony with enough hope?”



“Why, he could overcome anything this side of the grave!”



"And furthermore, we can boast something that no other medicine on the market can."



Together, they said, "No harmful side effects!"



They turned back to Silver, Flam returning to his brother’s side as he asked, “So, what do you say, Mister Shill?”



“Care to help us spread some hope?”



“We can’t do it without you!”



Silver looked from unicorn to unicorn. He'd been doing that from the beginning, and at this point, his head was spinning in more ways than one. He gave it a shake to settle his thoughts, followed by a nervous chuckle. “Well, shucks. When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”
      

      
   
      Laughter Is The Second Best Medicine


      

      
      
         “We’re closed,” said Spike as he opened the door to the library and then paused as Pinkie Pie came bounding inside.  “Twilight has a cold and I don’t think she wants visitors,” added Spike while trying to block Pinkie’s inevitable path upstairs.



“Nonsense!” said Pinkie Pie, “Since laughter is the best medicine and I’m the bearer of the Element of Laughter, who better to cheer her up while she’s sick?”



“You don’t understand,” said Spike, clinging valiantly to Pinkie’s tail as the pony in question bounced upstairs.  “Whenever Twilight’s sick, she has a very specific treatment.  Decongestant every three point four hours, one liter of orange juice every three hours, etc…  It’s all on her checklist and it doesn’t include vis—”



“Hi, Twilight!” shouted Pinkie Pie as she bounded into Twilight Sparkle’s bedroom.  “I heard you’re feeling under the weather, and since Rainbow Dash is sleeping, I thought I’d come here and help clear away your gloomy clouds.”



The lump under the covers of Twilight Sparkle’s bed shifted, as if a terrible monster was arising from the abysmal depths of Tartarus.



“Jokes always help me feel better whenever I’m sick, so what kind of jokes would you like to hear?  Oh, I know.  Knock knock!”



One violet wing extended out from under the covers and groped for the tissue box.  A Voice nearly blocked by phlegm gargled, “Pinkie?  Is that you?”



“No, silly!”  Pinkie Pie giggled.  “You’re supposed to say ‘Who’s there!’”



“Need tissue,” gurgled the Voice.  “Need tissue now!”



“Right after the joke, so you can laugh and laughter loosens up that nasty snot in the back of your throat so you can blow your nosies so much easier instead of—”



A stunning explosion of magic and mucus sneezing blasted Pinkie Pie out the door, which an experienced Spike was holding open while taking cover.  He walked across the library to where the pink party pony was suspended against the wall upside-down by a thick layer of alicorn phlegm and snot.



“So, Pinkie.  Would you like to come back in a couple of days when Twilight is feeling better?”



“Yes,” responded a muffled and somewhat disappointed voice.  “I suppose everypony has their own way to treat a cold.”



 + - + - + - + - + 




     Several Days Later… 



Sugarcube Corner seemed nearly silent without Pinkie Pie’s cheerful antics, and the creak of her bedroom door being opened echoed around the pink bedroom.



“Who’sat?” muttered a congested voice from under her covers.



“That’s not the way it goes,” said Twilight Sparkle, slipping the rest of the way into the room with a stack of books floating by her side.  “I say ‘Knock, Knock’ and you say?”



“Who’s there?” whispered Pinkie Pie, her bright red nose poking out from under the covers, followed by a tired smile and two sparkling blue eyes.



“A friend,” said Twilight, settling down beside Pinkie’s bed and opening her first joke book.



“I feel better already,” whispered Pinkie Pie.


      

      
   
      The Topiary Garden


      

      
      
         “Princess! Princess Twilight!”



Princess Twilight Sparkle froze in the act of signing her name. The scroll before her was the third of nearly a dozen royal proclamations she would be signing that day, on topics ranging from letters of congratulations to diplomatic correspondence. In short, it was nothing special, and she knew she could safely sign anything her staff put in front of her without bothering to read it, and have no fear of any ill result of her inattentiveness.



Twilight put the quill down and waited. Sure enough, a few seconds later the doors to her study burst open, and in stumbled a unicorn filly with a salmon coat and a shocking canary yellow mane all askew. She panted, out of breath, and when she saw Twilight seated at her desk she jumped to her hooves and rushed over to her.



“Princess! I have to tell you something!”



“Oh?” Twilight glanced at the open door. Outside, one of her guards had poked his head around the corner, but as usual they made no attempt to stop her student from entering.



“What is it, Firecracker?” she continued, turning her attention back to the filly. The coat around Firecracker’s front hooves was blackened, and Twilight could make out the thick, acrid scent of ash wafting from her.



Neither of those things were particularly unusual.



“In a few minutes Mister Briar might come in and say something about a topiary that exploded but I want you to know that’s not my fault it was just we were testing a new spell like you told me to and we thought maybe the topiary was a good target because we just wanted to set it on fire a little and...” Firecracker petered out, her breath exhausted, and she drew in another lungful of air.



“And I think maybe we learned something new which is really good and I think that outweighs any of the possible bad negative stuff that happened so if you see Briar please tell him that it’s okay because bushes grow back and—”



“Firecracker,” Twilight broke in. “Did you apologize to him?”



“Uh…” She paused, rubbing her forelegs together. A faint pile of ash grew beneath her hooves. “No. I mean, not yet.”



“Well, let’s go do that, then.” Twilight Sparkle placed her quill back in its holder and stood. “I’ve found it's the best place to start.”








“This is rather impressive, Firecracker,” Twilight said. They had just finished speaking with Briar Patch, the royal gardener, and were now surveying the remains of the topiary garden.



Firecracker had, perhaps, left out some details in her explanation. Such as the fact that an entire row of topiary shapes was now little more than cinders and twisted stumps.



Firecracker’s face lit up like the sun. “Really?”



“Yes. But you’re still grounded.”



“Oh.” Like a switch being thrown, she slumped.



Twilight chuckled and stepped over to one of the few surviving topiaries. It was trimmed in the shape of a pegasus, her wings outstretched and her hooves held out before her. At its base was a tiny marble plaque inscribed with the word “Loyalty.”



She must have spent a while staring at the topiary, for she didn’t notice Firecracker sitting by her side. The filly bit her lip as she read the plaque, and then glanced down the line, where five other plaques sat beneath smouldering remains.



“These were, ah…”



Twilight nodded. “Old friends. I loved them very much.”



Firecracker swallowed. “I’m sorry.”



“They’re just bushes, my faithful student. We’ll grow some new ones.”



“Not that. That you, uh, you know.”



“That I outlived them? That all my friends grew old and died, while I endured?” She kept a small smile on her face as Firecracker looked up in shock.



“Uh… yeah?”



Twilight settled down, folding her legs beneath her. She held a wing up, and Firecracker snuggled beneath it. “They were wonderful ponies and lived full lives. They had nothing to regret, and I was happy to have known them. And when they passed, I found other ponies were there to let into my heart.” She leaned down to lick Firecracker’s unruly forelock, managing to smooth it back down.



“I’ve learned a lot in my life, my faithful student,” she continued. “But one thing I keep relearning. Time heals all wounds, and so do friends. Now, would you like some ice cream?”



Firecracker shot to her hooves. “Really? Yes!”



“Good. It’ll be your last for a while.”
      

      
   
      Mondays


      

      
      
         beep… beep… beep…



Cheerilee opened her eyes and immediately snapped them closed again to block out the light of her living room lamp. A series of pops ran down her neck as she lifted her head from the arm of her sofa and tried to shift herself into a sitting position. Her legs felt like lead. After a night of them sticking out over the edge of the flattened cushions on her secondhand couch they were swollen and numb. Her right shoulder and haunch were both sore as well. Over the night they had sunk in a bit to the crevice between the cushions and the back of the couch leaving her wedged like a haydog in a bun.



A few minutes of awkward flailing and unladylike words later and Cheerilee, stiff joints and all, hauled herself free of her couch. She had tried to stay up late the previous night grading the last of the Founder’s Day essays but from the look of her coffee table, currently sporting a nearly empty bowl of ramen and a nearly full cup of coffee beside a stack of papers that had toppled out onto the floor, she had not made much progress. Taking note of the darkness outside the window she briefly considered grabbing a few hours of decent sleep. She scowled at the papers strewn across the rug and stepped around the table to start picking them up.



I’ll just tell the class that they’ll get them back on Tuesday. Cheerilee nodded to herself as she turned to place an essay back on its stack. Besides, it’s not—



beep… beep… beep…



Her left ear twitched. My alarm? Why would it be going off already? Cheerilee’s eyes went wide. Her head whipped around towards the clock hanging above her bookshelf.



7:48



Cheerilee frowned and turned back towards her window. Lightning flashed, illuminating a landscape dark and hazy with heavy rain. She sighed.



“Great. At least my umbrella is nice and dry—all the way at work. Where I need to be in, oh, about ten minutes. I guess I won’t need to worry about a shower, at least.”



Lightning flickered again. Thunder cracked sharply as her power winked out.








It had been a day full of wonder and enchantment, she mused with a slight frown as she finished cleaning the chalkboard.



My mane’s a mess, I stink of wet hair, I’m running on maybe three or four hours of sleep, and I’ve got vomit in my tail. It’s college all over again.



Her day had not improved from when she had woken up. When she got to the schoolhouse there were already a group of students huddled under the roof of its small porch, dashing her hopes of trying to at least straighten her mane out before anypony arrived.



The whole day the students had been more sullen and unruly than normal. She often had to stomp on her desk to get their attention during class and being cooped up indoors for both lunch and recess had only made it worse. And then there was the milk incident. Cheerilee had rushed Sweetie to the filly’s room when she noticed the sickly look on her face but only mostly made it. At least her tail only caught a little of the sour milk and fruit salad.



She set the eraser down and turned back around and sat at her desk to start grading the day’s art projects.



Cheerilee flipped through the papers. Scootaloo had drawn Rainbow Dash. Again. Sweetie had started to draw Scootaloo it appeared but had been interrupted by the return of her lunch. And Apple Bloom had drawn, to no surprise, an apple. The rest of the crayon pictures were fairly predictable but at least showed that, even for the last activity of the day, the students had put their best into it. She straightened the stack and flipped them over to begin writing down their grades and blinked at the paper.



“Thank you Miss Cheerilee!” was written in red above two stick ponies hugging a larger stick pony.



She flipped over the next. “We love you Miss Cheerilee!” was surrounded by little pink hearts.



Cheerilee spread the papers across her desk and stared. “I hope your day gets better, Miss Cheerilee!” “I’m sorry about your tail, Miss Cheerilee.” “Your class is awesome, Miss Cheerilee!” All the students had put similar notes on their work.



Cheerilee sat back on her stool and smiled her first real smile of the day.
      

      
   
      The Poetry of Politics


      

      
      
         Pony after pony trotted past Twilight, and so far, roughly a third had taken a flyer. That met expectations. Whenever she’d stood out here promoting a get-together, she’d kept careful statistics on how many ponies grabbed one, and at the current rate, she’d only have four extras. Outstanding!



“Mayor Mare!” she called, flagging her down with one of the sheets. “Care to attend a poetry reading at the library tonight?”



Twilight froze. Had she seen that right? Probably the biggest grin she’d ever witnessed from the mayor, but for less than a half-second. Just as quickly, it fled, leaving Mayor Mare staring at the ground as if her heirloom necklace had fallen down the storm drain.



“No. No, I—”



“But you always attend community events,” Twilight said. The mayor shook her head, mouthed something silently and trotted off. By the time Twilight could tear her gaze away from her, she’d fallen well behind pace—an excess of twelve now!



She barely registered Pinkie bouncing along, but shoved the stack at her. “Here, Pinkie. Could you give these out?” She started after the mayor and could almost ignore the shouting.



“Who needs paper!? C’mon, everypony, get your paper here! It even has something about poetry on it!”








Twilight crept around the hallway’s corner to find the mayor’s office door ajar. Inside, she sat at her desk with some paperwork propped up, but her gaze rested below it.



While Twilight watched, Mayor Mare closed her eyes and took a long, slow breath. So Twilight knocked, softly at first. But no response, so she knocked a bit louder, and the mayor’s body jerked. All businesslike at first, but as before, she looked down at something precious, lost far beneath the floorboards.



“I thought you might show up, but not so soon,” the mayor said.



Twilight took a seat and waited. The obvious question—but then it’d be obvious to both of them. So she waited some more.



“Twilight,” she finally said. “How much do you know about Ponyville history?”



Twilight had just finished a book on that very subject. “Well, when the Apple family—”



“More recent.” The mayor sighed. “Probably too recent for books.”



With a squint, Twilight leaned forward. “What happened?” she said quietly.



Mayor Mare took a deep breath. “Have you noticed how most mayors are unicorns? Even in towns where there aren’t many living there? There are exceptions, but…”



She swiveled in her chair to face the window. “Have you ever had to choose the best of a bunch of bad options?”



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “Ponyville’s not that—”



“I don’t mean that. Have you ever had to do something because nopony else wanted to, because you’d rather have a known quantity than roll the dice?” Her chair’s springs protested loudly as she leaned back. “Nopony signed up to run for mayor. Canterlot stepped in and was about to appoint somepony from San Franciscolt, who knew nothing about the area, our uniquely blended population, the needs of a rural town... “



“But… your cutie mark…”



The mayor nodded. “There used to be more to it. The scroll unfurled a little, some words visible…” She took on a dreamy smile and spoke softly. “Once, when in these woods, the stream threw her voice and led me down paths rocky with promise, overgrown with heart—I sat in her embrace, and I lived. I lived with all that lived around me, and…”



Something etched deep in her memory, not spontaneous.



“You… were a poet?” A smile curled Twilight’s lips.



Mayor Mare nodded again. “But the scroll wound up over time, and if I go back now…”



“I don’t think it works that way—” Twilight frowned.



“It’s my cutie mark.”



Twilight bit her lip. “Well… look at Rarity. Hers helps her find gems, but she’s still a talented dressmaker. You can do both.”



“No,” the mayor answered, tapping a hoof on her desk, “too risky. If I couldn’t do this job anymore…”



Twilight walked around the desk and put a hoof on her shoulder. “Please. Will you try? I think it’s just what you need. Cutie marks aren’t about sacrificing your passion. They’re about finding it. All of it.”



“I don’t know…”








Twilight stood just offstage and wore a broad grin. There, at the microphone, Mayor Mare, with a hint of a loose end dangling from the scroll and her eyes closed. Not all stiff, like at a council meeting, but… relaxing in the forest, maybe. And Twilight listened.



“Once, when in these woods…”
      

      
   
      Balm


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash lifted a feather from the workbench and held it before her eyes.



The shaft was hollow steel, reinforced inside with a carbon-composite honeycomb lattice whose cells were barely wider than a hair. The vane was not a mesh of fibers, like a natural feather, but rather an overlapping series of crystal scales grown in a laboratory and sharpened to an edge only a few atoms thick. The artificial sapphire glimmered in the naked barracks lights, and she observed her reflection staring back at her from within.



Satisfied, she carefully slotted the feather into her primaries. She could slash with it, or in a pinch fling it like a dart with a flick of her wings. It wouldn’t penetrate the rolled tungsten armor the gryphons used to cover their breasts and crowns, but there were always weak points – eyes, necks, shoulders – and her aim was the best.



Rainbow Dash lifted another feather from the workbench and held it before her eyes.








“...and teams seven through twelve will be responsible for securing the western air corridors.” Spitfire paused to highlight the relevant portion of the map with a laser pointer. “Intelligence doesn’t show any large gryphon formations in that area today, so the most we’re looking at is scouts or possibly some skirmishers. Dash, you’ve got the lead for those elements.”



“Got it,” Dash replied. She had already folded the map and stuffed it in a special flat pocket alongside her barrel, where she could reach it in flight.



“Great. Questions?” Spitfire waited, and when no one replied, stepped in front of the map. “Nothing heard. Dismissed.”



Everypony jumped to their hooves, stood at attention, then relaxed and began filing out the back. Conversation resumed as ponies discussed their assignments, and Rainbow Dash gathered the last of her briefing materials.



“Hey, Dash,” Spitfire’s voice came from few feet away, and Rainbow looked up to see the commander standing in front of her. “You’ve got a visitor in the break room.”



“Really? Now?” The minutes before a combat sortie were busy enough without somepony else stealing her time.



“It’s important.” Spitfire glanced away. “Just go see her.”



Rainbow Dash frowned, but Spitfire didn’t seem inclined to continue. She shrugged and went to find her new friend.








A purple unicorn with a large set of wings was in the breakroom, inspecting a recruitment poster on the wall, when Dash opened the doors. She turned, and they both froze.



Dash recovered first. “Princess.”



Twilight Sparkle stared at her for a long moment, her mouth held open. She blinked a few times before speaking. “Rainbow! Wow, you look really… really different in all that.”



For the first time in years, Rainbow Dash wondered what their other friends would think of her armor. Rarity would probably hate it. She shook her head at the thought. “Yeah, keeps us alive, though. What brings you here? Should you even be this close to the front?”



“I’m meeting with General Masterstroke this afternoon, but I wanted to…” Twilight paused and licked her lips. “I wanted to see how you were doing.”



“I’m fine.”



“Good. That’s good.” Twilight glanced down at her hooves, then back at Rainbow. “I, uh, also wanted to say how sorry… Are you sure you’re fine?”



Rainbow Dash suppressed a sigh. This conversation again. “Yeah, that’s what I said.”



“I know, but, I know how close you two were, and—”



“And he’s gone, and I miss him,” Rainbow trampled over Twilight. “But he died doing his duty, and that matters more my feelings or what either of us wanted. So I’m fine, and if you’ll excuse me, I have a mission to prep for.”



She was halfway out the door when Twilight’s hoof touched her shoulder. She paused and turned to see her friend’s trembling expression just a wing’s breadth away.



“Dash, you can’t mean that.”



Rainbow whirled on her. “I do, Twilight. I mean it more than anything I have ever said. I’m not just fine, I’m… I’m happy. I’m happy for him, Twilight!” She was panting, she realized. Almost out of breath, but still she continued.



“I’m happy! He did his duty, and I am doing mine, and I am happy! I have never been so happy!” She clenched her eyes shut, trying to stop the hot well of tears threatening to betray her. “I am fine. I have never been… been so happy!”



So saying, shouting, she turned back to her duty, and let it salve her heart.
      

      
   
      First, Last and Always


      

      
      
         Applejack woke in darkness.



The sky outside her window was still black as tar, with not even a hint of dawn on the horizon. The window panes rattled as the wind picked up, and she noted, absently, that half the stars in the sky were gone, and the rest slowly vanished as a high layer of clouds blew in to occlude them. In time, even the stars’ faint light was gone, and the room she shared with her brother vanished from her sight. Only the occasional flash of lightning reminded her that anything beyond her own mind existed at all.



That, and the scent of her brother. She turned and burrowed into his side, her eyes scrunched shut, and tried to hold back the sobs that shook her tiny body.



He woke – or, more likely, had always been awake – and rested a hoof on her shoulder. “It’s okay, AJ. Try to get some sleep.”



“I dreamed, I dreamed…” She hiccuped. “I had a dream. I had a dream that they came home.”



“It’s okay. Take some deep breaths. It’ll be alright.”



Liar. But she pressed her face against his side, and did what he said all the same.








When Applejack woke again, it was morning. The sky was sick with low, dark clouds, and rain beat against the glass. She blinked her gummy eyes, surprised she’d slept at all, and only belatedly realized she was alone.



Nopony would blame her if she stayed in bed, she knew. In fact, it would probably make it easier for everypony else. One less foal to deal with on a terrible day.



But another part of her, a small little nugget that already realized the farm needed a strong mare, urged her to get up. She rubbed her eyes and toppled out of her brother’s high bed, then stepped out into the hall. Somewhere on the floor below, a foal was wailing, and she heard her brother’s deep voice trying to calm it.



Sure enough, he was seated by the fireplace, gently bouncing a newly diapered Apple Bloom on his knee. He looked weary and impossibly old for such a gangly young teenager. 



He also didn’t look like he’d eaten or bathed yet. Applejack trotted over and carefully took Apple Bloom from him. The foal calmed down almost immediately, and gazed up at her sister while suckling on her hoof.



“I got her. Go get some food.”



He nodded wordlessly and vanished into the kitchen. Applejack let out a breath, and looked down at her new charge.



“I need you to be a good filly today, okay?” she said to her sister. “We all need to help each other. We’re gonna be fine.”



Big Macintosh returned a few minutes later bearing two bowls of porridge with sliced apples. It wasn’t her favorite breakfast, but her brother was never the best of cooks, and she knew better to complain. Instead she took it with a smile and dug in. He did the same, and soon both their bowls were empty.



“Where’s Granny?”



“She’s in town,” her brother said. “She had to arrange some… stuff. Had to send a bunch of telegrams, too. Aunt and Uncle Orange should be here tonight.”



“Okay.” Applejack glanced around the living room, realizing for the first time how large it was. The whole house, in fact, was enormous by Ponyville standards, larger than the houses of the richest ponies she knew, though perhaps a bit more worn and ramshackle.



And now it felt even larger.



“What are… what are we gonna do, Mac?”



“We’re gonna do what we always do, I guess. We’ll be fine.”



Applejack looked down at her hooves. Apple Bloom was curled between them, fast asleep.



“I can’t,” she mumbled. “I’m not strong enough.”



Silence answered her. She looked up to see Big Macintosh staring down at Apple Bloom as well.



“Bro? I said I’m not strong enough.”



“I know. Neither am I.”



Applejack blinked. Of all the terms she’d ever thought to describe her brother with, ‘not strong’ never came close. He was already the size of most adult stallions and still growing.



“Huh? But...”



“I ain’t strong enough, sis. Neither are you, or Granny, or anypony. But maybe, together, we are. That’s what family is for.”



“Oh.” She swallowed soundlessly. “Big Mac?”



“Yeah?”



“Thanks. For everything.”



“‘Course.” He ruffled her mane with his hoof. “S’what family’s for.”



“Yeah.”
      

      
   
      Opportunity in the Community


      

      
      
         “I am not being hyperbolic at all. Of all the unpleasant days that have darkly dawned across Equestria, today is definitively the most despicable.”



Flam put all his weight into another shove of their cart, but it remained firmly stuck in the bog. “Things could be worse.”



“How?” Flim demanded. He ran a hoof through his hair, but it only got stuck in the lingering tar and feathers. "Please elucidate.”



Woomph.



“Your tail is on fire,” Flam noted.



Flim stepped away from the flames that had erupted behind him and planted his hindquarters in a puddle. He grimaced. “And this's the universe’s attempt to expose my complaints as exorbitant?”



Flam stared into the mists around them. “No. But… that might be.”



With a bone-rattling roar, a two-headed figure leapt out of the fog, more flashes of fire erupting all around. 



“What’s this?” a ferocious tiger head rumbled.



“A fresh meal, delivered right to us, sister.” The goat head cackled. “Tonight we shall dine well. On… chickens?”



Flim tried to brush off the feathers that remained stubbornly tarred to his coat. “No, madames! We are entrepreneurs nonpareil, journeying through your beautiful and bucolic marshlands.”



“What’s a nonpareil?” the tiger growled.



The goat narrowed her yellowing eyes. “I think some kind of candy.”



“What my brother means is that we’re ponies,” Flam clarified.



“Good,” the tiger said. “Chickens always give me gas.”



“Wait! Let’s talk about this.”



“Naaah,” the goat bleated. “We’re going to eat you, and your lovely apple pies too.”



Flim blinked. “What pies?”



The chimera stopped short. “You don't have pies?" 



"No."



"But that was going to be the feel-better surprise!”



“Sssurprissse?” a voice hissed. “Why are you two being ssso loud?” The head of a snake came into view before breaking out into a bout of hoarse coughing.



Flam took one look at the snake’s dull scales and cloudy eyes and elbowed his brother. His eyebrows waggled with the silent communication that they had perfected over years of narrow escapes.



Flim gulped, standing up straight. “Excuse me, ladies. We’re not carrying apple pies. We’re currently transporting the finest homeopathic remedies, palliative panaceas, and curative nostrums!”



Three pairs of eyes narrowed in unison.



“Medicine,” Flam said. “We have very good medicine.” He rapped sharply on their cart, and the walls snapped down to reveal a display stand full of colorful bottles.



The snake leaned in, blinking owlishly. “I can’t see. Bring me closer.” The chimera obligingly turned, and the snake slithered to examine their wares.



“Okay,” Flam whispered. “Get ready to run. When they realize the medicine doesn’t actually—”



There was a shriek, and the chimera whipped around, paws thundering down on either side of them. Flim found himself inches from the tiger’s jaws and Flam just as close to the goat.



“Sisters!” the snake babbled. It shrieked again and Flam realized that it was a horrid serpentine squee. “This is fantassstic! It’s just like the ssscale ointment that Mother used to make.”



The two front heads shared a perplexed look. “Really?” tiger ventured.



The snake dipped its full length in a bottle, pulling back up to preen in the reflection of a nearby puddle. “Look at that shine! I feel better than I have in years!”



The tiger grinned. “Good. Now we can eat them.”



“Absssolutely not,” the snake said firmly. “We will sssee these gentleponies on their way. In fact...”



The tiger winced as the snake slithered away, dragging their whole body into some scrubby bushes. When the chimera paced back, it carried a worryingly stained bag. 



The bag landed with a clink in front of them, gold bits spilling forth.



“We’ll take all your medicines,” the snake continued. “And you sssimply have to ssstop by in the future. Promise usss!”



The other heads glared, until the snake hissed sharply. “Thanks for making our sister feel better,” the goat reluctantly said.



“Our... pleasure?” Flim said. He stared as the snake poked around amongst the bottles. Flam had to grab the bag of bits and hastily drag his brother away. 



They didn’t waste any more time, not pausing until the chimera had vanished far in the distance.



Flam wearily took a seat on a nearby rock. “Brother, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”



“That for the first time, our goods and services were both fully efficacious and appreciated by the local populace, leading to a uniquely beneficial transaction with no prevarication?”



“Yes.” Flam shivered. “This really is the worst day.”



"Indeed. Let us never speak of it again.”


      

      
   
      Granny Knows Best


      

      
      
         Pinkie decided that the scronk when she blew her nose was the sound of sadness.



It was just a guess, really, but she supposed it was a pretty good guess. Supposing was guessing too, but it was a different kind, like when Pa supposed it was going to rain over the north forty, or when Maud supposed that Pinkie was going to go spend the afternoon listening to Granny Pie's wild stories again. Granny said that when you supposed, you were making a little suggestion to the world, so it was important to make suggestions the world liked. Pinkie supposed that her whole family was good at that.



Pinkie scronked again, dropping her soppy tissue in the overflowing trash-bin by the bed, and stopped sipping Granny's soup long enough to inhale a breath of it. The steam rising off the clear golden broth cleared her nostrils for a moment. There didn't seem anything inherently sad about being sick, but her nose was leaking the same way that eyes did when ponies cried.



None of her family had ever cried, but she'd read about it, first in Granny's Manehattenite magazine stories and then in the book she'd stolen from the quartz dealer's cart. It had fallen off while they were loading and she had set it aside on the shelf by the door like he'd asked—but she had deliberately put it behind a big chunk of rhodite where Mister Geode wouldn't see it, and when he had left without it, she had snuck it up to her room. It was called Of Mice And Mares, but there was only one mouse. When one of the ponies in it cried, she felt a strange and uncomfortable tightness welling up inside her, and wondered whether that was water forcing its way from her tummy toward her eyes. 



Pinkie picked up the bowl of soup with both hooves and took a long drink of the rich liquid, which went down like a hug to the throat. She stared out the window toward Granny's cottage. Granny was probably back there already. She always was, every time Pinkie wanted to find her. The few times Granny showed up at the house, it was because Pinkie needed Granny, even if she hadn't known she did.



Today, Granny had knocked on Pinkie's door a few hours after the doctor had left. She'd placed the soup on Pinkie's nightstand, sat down on the edge of her bed, and stroked her sweating forehead with a hoof.



"Pinkie," Granny Pie had said, "you know what the Gray Flu is?"



Pinkie hadn't said anything to her parents, or to the doctor. But for Granny, she swallowed through a swollen, parched throat and said, "No."



"The doctor thinks there ain't no hope left.  Once it takes over your body, it gets in your heart an' steals all the color away."  She had curled her pastern over Pinkie's.  "Only one cure I know.  You want to get better?"



"Yes," Pinkie had lied.



Pinkie took another long drink of soup, feeling the warmth spread through her chest. She took her first deep breath in days, closed her eyes, and remembered.



Granny had tilted her head and stared silently at her. Pinkie had swallowed, and something had stirred inside of her through the exhaustion. A tiny voice whispered that giving up meant not seeing Granny again. "Yes," she said again, forcing some tiny sliver of conviction into it.



Granny had smiled, then abruptly changed the subject. "You remember what I said when you asked about laughter?"



Pinkie weakly nodded. "Yes'm. It's what's left behind when everything that makes sense in the world falls away."



Granny had tousled her mane.  "Good filly.  That's the key.  You sit up and think about that, now.  I'll be knappered if I'm gonna let the flu take you without a fight."  She had stood up and hobbled to the door.  "And land sakes, drink some soup.  I'm sick of your ma worrying you ain't eaten in four days."



Pinkie finally drained the bowl, then leaned back with a contented sigh. She still hadn't figured out what Granny's talk of emotions had to do with this, but the soup alone was making her feel a million times better. She was glad Granny had brought it.



As Pinkie returned the bowl to the nightstand, though, she glanced at its dregs. Her eyes shot wide.  



"... Is that chicken?"
      

      
   
      Lament


      

      
      
         They say I danced through star-filled streams,

My hooves high-stepping, silver-shod.

But sudden sadness drowned my dreams

Along that moonlit promenade.

A stalking shadow followed near:

Envy, ever in my ear.




Oh Sister, shall I now relate

That saddest story of our reign?

How she I loved, by cruel fate,

Had bound me to my own domain.

And sunless, sundered, did I dwell

In that gray and graceless hell.




A thousand summers thus I slept,

As stars and seasons passed me by.

And in that dreamless sleep I wept.

Oh irony, that dreamless I

Should ever be—the finest joke

That I could dream ere I awoke.




But wake I did, and waking found,

The world waxing as I waned.

By harmony was I unbound,

Though many harms for me remained.

What cure is there for calumny,

Chiefly when it deservéd be.









Luna sighed, setting down her quill and rising from her desk. She'd spent three nights now, trying to hammer this poem into shape, and it just wouldn't come. She knew what she wanted it to say, but she couldn't find the words.



Opening the glass doors to her balcony, Luna stepped out into the warm night air. The stars twinkled overhead, and a pale shimmer of aurora just touched the northern horizon. Summer was almost here now, the Summer Sun celebration only two days away. She'd meant this poem as a private gift for her sister, but she was beginning to doubt she could finish it in time.



Poetry had been so easy, once. Or at least that's how she remembered it. She'd grown up with it, Celestia reading to her from a book of old Eqquish sonnets each night when she was a foal. Luna wondered, not for the first time, how much of her love for the night was tied up in those old memories. Was she always fated to raise the moon, from the time she was born? Or was her cutie mark a product of her own desires? Could she have chosen a different path for herself?



No, there was no use to thoughts like that. The past was the past, and all anypony could do was move forward and try to learn from it.



Only, why was poetry so much harder now than it had been before... before everything went wrong? A millennium ago, she could have dashed through this poem in two hours. Now three nights of work could only produce a bare four stanzas.



A small noise from her chamber brought her attention back from the night sky. She turned, and to her mortification, Luna saw Celestia sitting at her work desk, reading her notes. Her heart thudding in her chest, she hurried back inside.



"Tia! What are you doing up so early?" Frustratingly, her sister ignored Luna's words and kept reading. 



"Please, Tia, it is not finished." Still, Celestia made no response. Luna bit her lip, an anxious habit she wished she could quit.



Eventually, Celestia set the page back on the desk and turned. "I've never understood your aversion to letting ponies read your drafts, Luna. It's a good way to refine your work. And it's not early at all. I'm supposed to raise the sun in fifteen minutes."



Luna blinked. Had the night gone so quickly? Truly, this poem had taken too much of her attention, and for what? Her face fell. "I'm sorry, Tia. It was supposed to be a present for you, but I do not think I will finish it by tomorrow. I do not know why writing takes so much longer than it used to."



Celestia chuckled. "It takes longer because you've gotten better, silly."



"No I have not. You remember how many poems I used to write—how much ponies loved them. Now I can hardly write at all."



"Nonsense, Luna. Your old poems were... fine. But you were a princess, of course they were going to be popular. This, though—this is good. Or it might be, once you finish it. Believe me, I've been reading poetry for the last two thous—" Celestia's voice trailed off and she looked back at the poem, a small frown creasing her face. "I'm sorry, sister. I didn't mean to—"



"Please, Tia. It is the past now. Do ponies not say, 'Time heals all wounds'?" Luna forced herself to smile. She'd always wanted to believe that, anyway. And maybe, in another century or two, she'd even know if it were true.
      

      
   
      White Lies


      

      
      
         “Come on out, AB.”



The mound of covers trembled, a groan rising from its cottony depths. “Ain’t no way, AJ. Ah don’t wanna!”



With a roll of her eyes, Applejack set the hated brown bottle on the counter. “Ah’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer, young filly.”



“No! That stuff tastes terrible.”



“It ain’t my fault ya went and ate all yer Nightmare Night candy in one sitting.” Applejack took the bedspread between her teeth and gave a firm tug. There was some resistance, an indention appearing where a certain filly’s teeth tried to pull back.



The tug of war was over quickly: Applejack set her legs wide and gave a powerful jerk that snatched the sheets away. A lump of yellow filly toppled backwards, nearly careening off the other side of the bed. Apple Bloom sat up with a scowl, her glare hindered by the droop in her shoulders and eyebrows. She clutched her barrel with a wince.



Applejack spat the covers out and glowered at the filly. “Gonna come quietly?”



“Ah can just sleep it off,” Apple Bloom said, rubbing a canon beneath her muzzle with a sniff.



“Ya’ll got school.” Applejack snatched the bottle and thrust it at her sister. “This ain’t no flu, it’s just you staying up all night and eating candy. Ya knew better, and now yer gonna pay the consequences.”



The filly promptly wilted, her ears folding back as she examined her hooves with a sour expression. “Ah was just tryin’ ta finish mah crusade plans.” She perked up and examined the bottle with hopeful eyes. “Maybe it’s a new brand? Y’know, that tastes better?”



Applejack ground her teeth, but tried to channel her inner Fluttershy and keep patient. “No, it’s the same stuff we always use.”



Apple Bloom’s face twisted into an ugly sneer and her eyes fell to her hooves once more. After a moment’s pause, she dropped to her barrel and huffed. “Ah wish Granny Smith were awake. She’s way better at this.”



“What the hay is that supposed to mean?”



At first the filly refused to answer. She kicked the sheets and grumbled, “At least she’d lie to make me feel better.”



Applejack may as well have been kicked in the gut. She nearly dropped the bottle, eyebrows shooting up as she gaped at her sister. “She… she would?”



Not noticing her sister’s sudden duress, Apple Bloom nodded and dropped her chin to the mattress. “At least she knew a good lie from a bad one.”



It abruptly dawned upon Applejack that an easy solution to their current impasse had been presented... and she’d completely missed it. She wondered if taking a sip of the bottle’s reviled contents would make her insides stop twisting. “AB, you know Ah’m not gonna—”



“Ah know, ‘Element of Honesty.’ Don’t help me none, now does it?” Apple Bloom sat up and rubbed her barrel with a grimace, then extended her hoof. She wouldn’t meet her sister’s eye. “Just gimme the stupid stuff so Ah can get it over with.”



Applejack obliged her, using her teeth to remove the cap. She watched, heart heavy as Apple Bloom studied the bottle. The filly’s face scrunched up in determination before she finally took a swift chug. With a gasp and a gag, she offered the bottle back to Applejack, who slowly took it and reset the cap. She gazed listlessly at the medicine. When she was in Apple Bloom’s place and their mother took care of her… it was a truly different experience, wasn’t it?



“Applejack?”



She twitched and looked up. All anger had faded from Apple Bloom’s face, replaced with the wide eyes of concern. “What’s wrong?”



Applejack slumped forward, feeling like a knife had pierced her heart. “Ah’m sorry, AB. Ah wish Ah was better at this kind of thing. Ah wish Ah was more like Granny or—” She bit her lip.



“Hey, where’d this come from?” Apple Bloom moved to the corner of the bed and tried to look her sister in the eye. “Come on, sis, it wasn’t that bad. Honest!”



Such a transparent lie, so innocent. It was almost painful to hear. She looked into Apple Bloom’s eyes, so hopeful and lost, and forced a smile.



“It’s okay, AB.”



Apple Bloom cocked her head. “Really?”



Applejack tried, she really did, but all she could manage was, “Ya’ll get ready for school, now.”



The words tasted like ash.
      

      
   
      I Want to Go Home


      

      
      
         	It was the invention of the Drive that changed everything. I still don’t understand it; it seems like magic to me, but I was assured that not a drop of enchantment was used in its construction. But if I’ve learned one thing in centuries of trying to replicate it, I know they spoke true.



	It has been two thousand years since you asked me to lead your little ponies into the stars, and set up a home away from home so that our people would no longer be confined to a single world. I was eager, at first; eager for the challenge, eager at the idea of setting up a new society, with new ideals, where those blessed with wings and horns alike would just be ordinary members of society. A society where our every action would not define the fate of millions.



	Maybe that’s the real reason why I left. I just wanted to be an ordinary pony again, not in charge of everyone, not ruling over everyone. And maybe, just maybe, once we knew society could survive without a Princess ruling over it, I could return home and spend more time with you.



	What a fool I was.



	The first sign of trouble was the failure of the Drive; had it happened earlier, we would have been stranded in the void. Luckily, we were close enough that we could limp to the planet in just a few years. The engineers assured me that we could repair it once we had built up our industrial base.



	In retrospect, it never really worked. Half the ponies deferred to me, while the other half resented the idea that, even free of your rule, in a society which was supposed to be different, a Princess was still in charge.



	It all fell apart when my brother died. He had lived a long, full life, but my sister-in-law began to draw into herself. I thought I was doing the right thing, stepping away and letting the ponies rule themselves while I tended to her, but I had never properly groomed any of them to rule. Without guidance – without us – they drifted away from each other. They left in small groups, wanting to be free to live their own lives without interference.



	We wanted to go home, but it was too late. Passing on knowledge of how to rebuild the Drive had never been a priority – no one but us had ever expected to see Equus again, so what did it matter to them? But it wasn’t just the drive – ponies forgot everything. History. Civilization. Technology. Pluralism. The ideals of democracy they had come to pursue. It just didn’t matter to them. They divided themselves amongst the tribes, just like our own ancestors once did, feuding and dividing the land while I tried in vain to fix our ship and return home.



	But you know me – it is hard stand by while other ponies are suffering. So eventually, after centuries of strife and bitter warfare, I stepped forward once more, offering my wisdom and guidance to their new leaders.



	Within a decade, they wanted to make me their queen.



	The experiment failed, and I don’t even know why. Must there always be ponies who tell others what to do? If so, it is a bitter pill to swallow.



	I know what it is like to be you, now. To be perfect in the eyes of your little ponies, to be the center of their world, to move planet and plane to ensure everything is just so. You’re responsible for everything, because you’re the only one who can be responsible.



	I have a student now. She’s the only one I can really depend on, and even she sees me as perfect. Still, she understands responsibility.



	Sometimes, I’m tempted to show her the ship, to show her the Drive, to see if she can figure it out and rebuild it. But I’m not sure if I trust myself to do so.



	I miss you so much. Sometimes, I want nothing more than to return home and take shelter under your wing once more, to talk to you again, to give you all the letters I have written over the years and to see your smile once more. But I can’t.



	What would happen to my little ponies if I abandoned them?



	What would my faithful student think if I told her how much I miss you?
      

      
   
      It's a Fine Line


      

      
      
         Rarity was having trouble keeping her eyes open.



The massage room in the Lotus Luxury Spa was hot by any standard, just a few degrees shy of body temperature, and so humid that water beaded on the wood walls and ran in rivulets down to the floor. Her sodden mane, still wet from the baths, hung like a curtain from the edge of the massage table, swaying like a pendulum, and she felt it tug at her scalp with each swing, slowly lulling her to sleep.



A pair of firm hooves pressed against her lower back, just above her dock, and began to grind into the muscles. The delightful sensation of relief and pressure, just on the border of pain, was barely enough to keep her awake.



And so she almost missed it when Twilight Sparkle asked her a question.



“Mm? I’m sorry, darling?” She turned her head to face the other table, where Twilight Sparkle lay stretched out beneath Aloe, the pink twin to the powder blue pony currently attending to her own needs.



“Oh, I was just asking how often you came here,” Twilight said. Her eyes were lidded and distant, but as always they held a spark of calculation. Twilight Sparkle never, in Rarity’s experience, asked a meaningless question.



“Once a week, I suppose. Unless it’s been a busy week at the shop and I need to unwind, or if my sister has done something destructive again and I need to escape. Or if I’m meeting Fluttershy for lunch and we have some time in the afternoon. Oh, and whenever I can pry you out of the palace, of course. So, you know, a few times a week.”



“Mhm.” Twilight said nothing else.



Rarity waited.



Sure enough, Twilight didn’t disappoint. “It’s just that this must cost a lot.”



Rarity arched an eyebrow. “I budget my expenses carefully, Twilight. And the Boutique is a well-run business, if I do say so myself.”



“I know, but—urk...” Twilight lost her momentum as Aloe placed both hooves alongside her neck and began sliding them up her poll, stopping just shy of her ears, and then squeezing them back down to her shoulder. A minute passed in this way before Twilight found her voice again.



“Ahem, I mean, don’t you ever feel like you could be spending this on something else?”



“You mean, not wasting it on frivolities.”



“No! I mean, well… okay, yeah, that’s what I mean.”



“It’s fine, Twilight. It’s a reasonable question.” Rarity waited for Lotus to stop squeezing the breath from her lungs before continuing. “After all, spending who-knows how many bits at the spa might seem like a waste, when there are other ponies who need them. Not so generous, if you will.”



Across the room, Twilight nodded.



“Tell me, Aloe, Lotus.” Rarity tilted her head slightly to see them both. “Do you think I’m wasting my bits, spending them here?”



They both froze. Twilight did too, her eyes suddenly wide open. “Well, that’s not what I meant—”



“Isn’t it, darling? After all, nopony really needs to visit the spa. If I were being truly generous, shouldn’t I bundle up my bits and give them to the needy, rather than spend them?”



The spa twins still had not moved, except for their eyes, which darted back and forth between their customers and each other.



“Of course, between my own visits and when I bring you girls along, I daresay we make up a sizable portion of the spa’s customer base,” Rarity continued. “But I’m sure they would agree those bits could be better spent. There are other jobs Aloe and Lotus could do.”



“Now, hang on,” Twilight said. “I didn’t say you should stop coming.”



“No, but where does one draw the line between generosity and penury, Twilight? Does generosity mean giving away all of one’s possessions, or simply doing everything one can to help others? To make them…” She paused for thought. “To make them flourish?”



Slowly, slowly, the hooves on Rarity’s back began to move again. They slid easily along her oiled coat, but she could still feel the faint quaver in them.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight said. “I wasn’t really thinking.”



Rarity smiled. “The world needs beauty as much as it needs charity and sustenance. Such things keep the soul healthy.”



They spent the rest of the visit in silence. As was her custom, Rarity paid for them both, and left a sizable tip in the jar by the register.
      

      
   
      Scootaloo, M.D.


      

      
      
         The doctor frowned down at her patient. “It looks like we’ll have to amputate.” She turned to her left. “Nurse, pass me the hacksaw, will you?”



The nurse glared at her. “Shouldn’t we, I dunno, figure out what’s wrong before we go chopin’ off limbs?”



Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “It’s obvious the patient has a case of explosive wombosis… as you would know, nurse, if you’d gone to medical school!”



From the hospital table née clubhouse bench, Sweetie Belle timidly raised a hoof. “I think nurses need to go medical school, too.” Scootaloo turned her glare tablenéebenchward, and though Sweetie balked, she managed to squeak out, “A-and maybe, could I just take a pill or something instead?”



“I’m afraid there’s only one cure for explosive wombosis, and that’s radical surgery. Now, let’s get radical!” The gleam in Scootaloo’s eyes made Sweetie Belle shrink back.



“Oh, c’mon, Scoots,” said Apple Bloom. “Can't you at least try to take this seriously? Like, ask her how she feels, or listen to her heart with that neck thing, like a real doctor would?”



Scootaloo scoffed. “Sure, I could do that... if you guys wanna play doctor the boring way. Hey, maybe I could tell Sweetie to get lots of rest and drink plenty of liquids!” She stuck out her tongue. “That’s what a boring doctor would say, I’ll bet.”



“Actually, yeah, that sounds about right,” said Apple Bloom



“And now that you mention it, a nap and some apple juice sounds kind of nice…” added Sweetie.



Scootaloo was on a roll, however, and paid her friends no mind as she worked her way into her rant. “That might be what a so-called ‘real’ doctor would do, but what would an awesome doctor do?” She stretched a hoof heavenward, and in a softer, almost reverent voice, asked, “What would a Rainbow Dash doctor do?”



“Call a real doctor?” suggested Sweetie Belle.



“Ya know, apple juice and a nap does sound pretty nice,” said Apple Bloom. “What do ya say we head back to my house? There’s still half a pie leftover from dinner last night, too, and I’ll bet Big Mac’d let us have a slice with our juice.”



Sweetie nodded happily, and the two fillies left Scootaloo to continue her soliloquy. “She’d diagnose her patient with explosive wombosis, that’s what she’d do! And she’d be so awesome at diagnosing that she could do it in ten seconds flat! And then, once she did that, she’d amputate all the patient's limbs with a hacksaw to stop the disease from spreading, because she’d know that extreme diseases call for extreme measures! Besides, after she was done she could probably just get her friends together and use a magic rainbow to put the legs back on or something.” Scootaloo scratched her chin. “It’s a real pancake-ea, that rainbow thing they can do.



“So that,” she concluded, “is why we’ve gotta dismember you. Now nurse, pass me the—” she looked around, and it finally dawned on her that she was alone. “Well, fine,” she pouted to the empty room. “‘Doctor’ is a stupid game, anyway.”



Before she could really get into her pout, however, Apple Bloom poked her head through the clubhouse door, Sweetie Belle’s appearing just above it a moment later. “Uh, Scoot? If you’re done waxin’ poetic, Big Mac said I should ask if you wanted some pie, too.”



Scootaloo turned her back on them and glowered at the opposite wall. “Go away, you two. I’m being mad at you.”



Apple Bloom thought for a moment. “Well, we could really use an awesome surgeon to amputate some slices for us… if you think you’re up to it.”



Although she continued to face away from them, Scootaloo’s ears swiveled. Sweetie Belle pressed the attack. “Big Mac said we could have ice crea—I mean, that we’ll need to put the limbs on ice afterword. Cream.”



“Well when you put it like that…” Scootaloo slowly turned around, a grin on her face. “What kind of a doctor would I be if I let that poor, helpless pie suffer? Nurse, take me to the patient!”



Grins on their faces, the three fillies galloped toward the house, friends again. 
      

      
   
      A Healthy Obsession


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle lay in bed as her father held a hoof to her cheek. “Might be a fever,” Night Light said. “Let’s see.”



He shook the thermometer in his magical grip, then placed it under Twilight’s tongue. “Just hold it there a moment, and we’ll check your temperature.” While he waited, he hummed a little tune and pulled back the blinds from the window to gaze out at the weather.



Twilight just let her head sink further into the pillow and allowed herself a little groan. She blinked, but her eyes didn’t pop open again as quickly as usual. She could hear all the commotion downstairs.



“Mom, do you know where I left my Power Ponies hat?” Shining Armor shouted, his voice cracking.



“No,” their mother replied. “Here, you make the sandwiches, and I’ll look for it. You probably buried it in your toy chest or something.”



Night Light let the blinds swing back, and the drawstring scuffed rhythmically as it swung past the sill, back and forth, back and forth. “Shame if you don’t get to go,” he said, “but I’ll stay home to watch you if you feel too bad. Don’t worry about it. Just an amusement park. Your big brother will have the time of his life, but to tell you the truth—” he leaned in and shielded his mouth with the back of a hoof “—I’m not too keen on going myself.”



With another groan, Twilight rubbed her eyes. “Don’t let me keep you. I know you like time with the family,” she said, the thermometer clicking against her teeth.



“Shh. Keep your mouth closed, or it will read cold,” he answered, giving her mane a tousle. “We go to the trouble of getting you excused from school, and then you might not even get to go? I feel sorry for you, lying in bed all day. I know you have your books to read, but you can’t enjoy them as much if you feel bad.”



Not the best of circumstances, but she didn’t need them treating her like a foal anymore. She’d turn nine years old in just a few more months!



His eyes locked on the wall clock, Night Light finally pulled the thermometer out and peered at it. “One hundred two. Slight fever, alright.” He ruffled her mane again. “What else you got? Sore throat, cough, chest congestion, anything?”



She nodded slowly and added a cough. “Not the chest, I guess. But the rest of it. And a little stuffed up.”



“Okay.” Night Light returned the thermometer to its case and set it on the desk. “I’ll stay with you today. Gives them a chance to do a little mother-son bonding.”



And right on cue, Shining piped up. “Moooom, don’t bring that stupid camera with you. Nopony wants to see those pictures.”



“Go with them, Dad. You took the day off work and everything. No reason for you to be cooped up around the house, too. Besides, I’m a big girl now”—she snapped as sharp a nod as she dared for somepony with throbbing sinuses—“and I’m responsible enough to stay home alone.”



He sighed and watched her for a long while, his eyes searching her face. “You sure?” he finally said.



“Yes. Just leave me some crackers, vegetable broth, and water where I can reach them, and I’ll have everything I need.” Twilight waved a hoof at the stack of books and box of tissues on her nightstand, then gave Smarty Pants a squeeze.



Night Light raised an eyebrow. “The soup will get cold.”



“I can heat it myself. I’ve been practicing. Please?” He didn’t seem convinced, so she added a smile.



He kept watching, and his eyes narrowed. “Okay.”



“Thanks, Dad.” She pulled up the quilt and nestled into the mattress. Staying in bed did feel pretty good. So she closed her eyes and listened as all the noise downstairs came to a stop, and her father returned with a nice lunch for later..



“Take it easy,” he said as he kissed her cheek. “We’ll be back just before dinner.”



“You too. And ride the roller coaster for me.” He chuckled, and then all of their sounds faded, down the stairs, out the door, into the street, and gone. Just silence. She took a deep breath. Yes, her bed was very comfortable.



Then she tossed the covers aside, canceled the warming spell on her face, grabbed her saddlebags, and dashed off to school. They were going to start on quadratic equations today!
      

      
   
      Aspirations


      

      
      
         The front door opened, and then slammed shut with enough force to rattle the windows on the second floor. Rarity flinched, pricking herself with a needle. Another door slammed, and another. The moment of quiet that followed was broken by the sound of shattering glass and a high-pitched squeal. 



Rarity sighed. Sweetie Belle was home.



It was too much, she supposed, to expect to finish her dress in peace. A shame, really. It was one of her better works. It rested on the manikin like spidersilk on a breeze. When she moved her head, the dress appeared to shimmer and ripple, like seagrass in the tide. It was to be the headliner of her Ocean Floor line.



She felt tempted to continue working. But no, that would be unwise. Best to deal with her sister before grumpiness became a tantrum. 



She left her workroom and hurried downstairs.



The kitchen was a mess. Glass shards – the remains of a jug – glittered on the floor. Sweetie Belle was attempting to sweep them into a pile, but stopped when Rarity entered.



“It’s not my fault,” she said, eyes puffy. “I didn’t mean to do it. It was fine until my stupid awful horn—”



“Stopped working?” Rarity said, suppressing a sigh.



Her sister’s head fell. “Yeah.”



“Well, as jugs go, it was rather gauche. I don’t think I’ll miss it.”



“Liar,” Sweetie said, downcast.



Rarity huffed. “Sweetie, dear, that’s what we call ‘a way out’. In future, I suggest you take it. Now, why don’t we clean this up, and then you can tell me what’s bothering you?”



“Nothing’s bothering me.”



Rarity smiled. “Liar.”



Sweetie Belle groaned, but didn’t deny it.



They swept and mopped the floor together, and checked for any stray shards. Finding none, Rarity poured them each a glass of lemonade and led Sweetie to the lounge. 



“Now,” said Rarity once they were seated, “are you going to talk to me, or will I need to go to Applejack?”



“I’m not fighting with Apple Bloom again,” Sweetie Belle grumbled. “It’s Diamond Tiara. She says I’m broken.”



Luckily, Rarity had not been sipping her drink. If she had, she might have spit it.



“She said what?”



“My magic’s always going funny, so she says I’m not a proper unicorn.” Sweetie rolled her glass between her hooves. “Cheerilee told her off, but . . .”



“But you think she was correct?” 



Sweetie Belle hesitated, then nodded.



Rarity pressed a hoof to her temple. Wonderful. Not only was Sweetie being bullied, but the poor filly was beginning to believe it. She needed to have some hard words with Filthy Rich. 



“Sweetie, your magic has certainly been a . . . struggle, but this is not uncommon in our family. Aunt Misty couldn’t channel a simple levitation spell until—”



“—she was two years older than me. I know. But I don’t want to be like Aunt Misty! I want to be good at magic.”



Rarity chewed on her cheek and hummed. “Have I ever told you that when I was a filly, I wanted to be a painter?” she said. 



Sweetie shook her head. 



“Well, I did, but I had no talent for it. My lines were crooked. My colours clashed. I couldn’t do anything right.



“It made me so unhappy that mother stopped buying me paint. She told me to try other arts. So I did. I tried many things, but soon I found that I enjoyed making dresses the most, and, more than that, I discovered that I had a talent for it.”

 

She smiled softly, remembering, then shook her head. “My point, Sweetie, is that passion is the best cure for what you are feeling. Find something that lights you up, and then pursue that. You may even find it unlocks your magic, for magic is strange like that.”



“You’re saying I should give up?”



“I’m saying you should do what makes you happy.”



Sweetie toyed with her glass. “I like singing.”



“Then sing, dear. Find someplace to practise and sing until you can sing no more.”



Sweetie smiled. “I can do that.”



“Hurry along, then. It is sunset in a few hours.”



Sweetie Belle finished her lemonade and headed for the door. She paused on the doorstep, and said “Thanks, Rarity.”



“Think nothing of it,” Rarity replied.



After her sister left, Rarity lingered a while longer, then cleaned up and returned to her workroom, where her dress waited, rippling and shimmering like the sea in summer. 
      

      
   
      Love at First Sight


      

      
      
         I wait until everypony who seems to be getting off has left the train, and check in every direction as I hurry onto the train platform. I’m wearing my hooded cloak, but it’s force of habit, I guess. The train platform isn’t crowded; just a few ponies who got off the train, and Princess Twilight Sparkle waiting for me. She’s looking at me curiously, but her face changes to a friendly smile as she comes over.



“You must be Echo,” she says, looking into the cowl of my hood. I see her eyes searching for something to focus on, and she settles on my forehead. A lot of ponies do, I must have low eyes. 



I bow because I figure I’m supposed to, but it also distracts her. “I am, Princess.”



“Please don’t bow. Twilight is fine.” She tries to look under my cowl again as I stand up. “Do you have any bags you need to get?”



“No, I travel light,” I say. I laugh and add,  “And light travels through me!”



She blinks, then her smile widens and she rolls her eyes.



“Optical humor. I’ll be here all week. Stop in and don’t see me.” I chuckle. “Really, all I have is a saddlebag.” 



She stares again, and finally asks, “Do you mind if I, um, look at you?”



“Well… that’s kind of the problem.” I laugh.



She giggles. “Oh, I know! I have your records. I meant that I could cast a spell to get an idea of what you look like, and where your face is.”



“I’d rather you didn’t.” I blush and look down. “Not here, at least.”  



Her smile fades, and her eyes go wide. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”



“No, I understand. It’s just, things like that make ponies stare at me.” I bite my lip, but she doesn’t see that. Or that I’m still blushing. She does notice the awkward silence, because she tries to fill it.



“Well! Let’s get back to the castle. We can have lunch there, I’m sure you must be hungry…”



“That would be great.” I say, and we start walking through town. A lot of ponies don’t notice me, and the ones who do pretend they didn’t while they stare at me. Like everyplace in Equestria.



“I already have some ideas, based on Professor Leatherpatch’s notes. I’ll want to run some tests myself, but—”



Suddenly, a pink pony seems to pop out of nowhere. “Hi Twilight! Hi floating cloak!”



“Pinkie! This is Echo, the pony I told you about?” Twilight says, but there’s no change to the grin on Pinkie’s face. “I’m sorry, Echo. She didn’t mean—”



“Hi, Echo!” she interrupts. “My name is Pinkie Pie. Do you like chocolate or vanilla cupcakes?”



I blink.



She’s looking into an empty hood, and she asked me about cupcakes… and I feel like her eyes are looking into mine.



I want to shake my head clear, but I don’t want her to stop looking at my eyes. “Um… chocolate. It’s nice to meet you, Pinkie.”



“It’s nice to meet you, too!” She giggles, and it breaks eye contact. My heart sinks. Then, somehow, she looks back at my eyes. “We’ll have a welcome party tonight! I’ve been thinking of games since Twilight said you were coming. First I thought of Hide-and-Seek, ‘cause I bet you’re the world champion!” Her eyes grow wide, she’s not even joking. She seems really impressed.



I wonder if there are Hide-and-Seek championships. Now I want to win one, just to tell her I did.



She smiles again, and it somehow seems to light up an already sunny day. “But I decided on Blind Mare’s Bluff, because you really should be fair to everypony, and because Dashie gets grumpy if she loses too much.”



I nod. If she doesn’t want Dashie to get grumpy, I don’t want Dashie to get grumpy.



“I have to go! I have balloons to blow up. What’s your favorite color?”



“Pink,” I say. It isn’t, it’s actually red, but right now all I can see is pink. I think I love it.



“Mine too!” She grins, waving as she bounces away. “I’ll see and not see you later!”



“Sorry, sometimes Pinkie is... special.” Twilight shakes her head, smiling. “As I was saying... I’ll have to run some tests, but I think there’s good reason to be optimistic about lifting the spell!”



"Yeah." I grin, and I almost feel like somepony could see it. "I'm already glad I came here."
      

      
   
      In the Fields


      

      
      
         Once again, Applejack heard the crack of her hooves against the tree but not the sound of falling apples. She cursed silently. Only four trees in and already her body ached. She may have been old enough now to be considered a mare, but the strength of adulthood was still slow coming. She forced herself to stop panting, took a peek over her shoulder, and winced. In her carelessness, she had broken through the bark, and the reason no more apples were falling was because none were left on the branches. She shook her head in hopes to clear some of the fog from her mind.

 

As her teeth closed around an apple’s stem, she heard a yip. She turned to find her new puppy, Winona, wagging her tail with such ferocity that her whole body practically shook.

 

With a flick on her neck, Applejack tossed the apple into a basket. “Not now, Winona,” she said. “I’m busy. Go on home.” She bent down, but a furred form whooshed by and the apple she had been reaching for was gone.

 

Winona stood in a crouch, the stolen fruit clutched in her mouth like a prize. She growled playfully, her tail never letting up.

 

“Dang it, Winona! I said I’m busy!” Applejack yelled.

 

The apple dropped and Winona backed away, whimpering.

 

A lump formed in Applejack’s throat. She couldn’t even bare to look at her puppy. Her mouth opened but she didn’t trust herself to speak, so she shut it. Instead, she forced herself to smile and stepped forward.

 

Winona remained in a crouch but didn’t retreat any more. She watched as Applejack lowered her head and flicked the apple forwards with her snout.

 

“Come on,” Applejack said softly. “Get the apple!”

 

The wag returned, but much more slowly. Winona approached the apple, then looked up as if asking if it was really alright.

 

“Go ahead, girl. Get that apple!”

 

At once, Winona snatched the apple. She gave her prey a quick gnaw before looking at Applejack expectantly.

 

Trotting over to the basket, Applejack said, “Alright, Winona. Now bring it here.”

 

When Winona obeyed and dropped the apple at her hooves, Applejack pointed to another fallen fruit. “Look! There’s another!”

 

After several minutes of an over-excited puppy dashing about, all the apples had been collected. Applejack knew none of the marked-up fruit could be sold, but she was too busy to care as she rolled on the ground and laughed, her puppy licking her face.

 

Applejack pulled Winona into a hug. “I’m supposed to be the one takin’ care of you,” she said softly, “and here you are bein’ the one takin’ care of me.” She released her squirming puppy and got up, then noticed they weren’t alone.

 

Macintosh stood back a ways near another row of trees. Little Apple Bloom, wearing that ribbon that was still too large for her, was perched on her brother’s head and shoulders. They both watched Applejack, the former with a ghost of a smile on his lips.

 

Applejack’s ears dropped but she didn’t look away. “How long you been standin’ there?”

 

Whatever Apple Bloom had been about to say was cut off by Macintosh saying, “Not long.”

 

A very important question needed to be asked, but Applejack’s throat had seized up on her. Unable to form the words, Applejack pleaded with her eyes.

 

“Granny’s goin’ to be fine, AJ,” Macintosh said.

 

Applejack’s body shook as she released the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. She shut her eyes tight against the burning, smiled, and nodded firmly.

 

“The fever has gone down,” he continued. “Doc says all she needs now is rest, but he’ll stick around a few days to be sure.”

 

“I’m sorry!” Applejack blurted out. “I just couldn’t be there. Not after—”

 

“It’s alright, AJ. I know how you felt.”

 

She opened her eyes, hoping to see shame or anger in her siblings, but knowing like a fool that there would be none. Her brother, grown so much in the past year, just slightly inclined his head. Again, Applejack realized just how much like their father he was turning out to be. Winona yipped, then ran across the path to wag at the others. She looked back at Applejack.

 

“You gonna be okay, sis?” Apple Bloom asked.

 

Stepping forward towards her family, Applejack smiled and said, “Yeah. I think I’m gonna be alright.”
      

      
   
      I Will Learn


      

      
      
         Beneath a deep indigo sky, a chill wind swept wisps of sand through the air. Though the moon had not yet risen, cool starlight shone down upon the desert dunes, illuminating a modest group of huts. Seemingly defiant of its surroundings, one particular hut burned warm and fierce. 



It was to this hut that a figure quietly walked, mindful of the sleeping nomad camp. Just short of the glowing hut’s entrance, the figure stalled for a moment to suck a deep breath through his nostrils. It did little to placate the uneasiness churning within him. Releasing his breath, he reached a foreleg down to pull away the canvased entrance. The strong light of multiple candles quickly outlined his features. A zebra, sand-layered saddlebags dangling from his sides and a spear strapped to his back. On the far side of the entrance moved a zebra around a table littered with what looked like provisions. Purpose was in each of her hoofsteps.



“Zecora?”



The zebra stopped, turning her neck slightly to reveal a striped muzzle from beneath a dark hood, acknowledging the late night visitor. 



“Makonnen. It is good to see you have returned safely from your journey.” Zecora turned her back on him, placing on a large saddlebag upon the table.



“It is good to finally see you as well.” Makonnen moved through the sparse hut, eyeing the pile of supplies. “I have heard of what has happened.”



The other zebra disregarded him, roughly swiping a hoof-full of empty bottles into her bag.



Makonnen paused in his walk, staring down. He felt the weight of his weapon shift uncomfortably on his back. “You know that there was nothing-“



“No,” came the curt reply, “you will not speak of it.”



The male zebra moved forward. “Zecora, Sangoma Zeilo tried-“



The force in which Zecora spun was near violent. Her hood was blown back to reveal a face matted with coarse lines of dried tears. The once gentle turquoise of her irises glimmered with raw ferocity; nearly knocking Makonnen off his hooves. But it was the striped mohawk, standing young and proud above a freshly shaven head, that buried the warrior’s words into the ground.



“Do. Not. Speak of it.” The words themselves seemed trampled beneath the weight of her bared, gritted teeth.



Makonnen gawped at the new appearance of his oldest friend, his legs seemingly rooted to the ground.



“Z-Zecora! Your mane…it is forbidden for you to-!”



“Yes!” Zecora winced at her own volume, pulling her ears down and drawing her anger and frustration into herself. “Yes, I know it is forbidden. I know this, Makonnen.” 



Composing himself, and remembering that he did have legs; Makonnen strode forward to rest his muzzle on Zecora’s withers. Zecora sighed with small relief, returning the gesture. The two stood together, warmed by each other’s presence. Two exhausted souls, finding solace in the solidarity of their lifelong bond. The desert wind rustled steadily outside.



“…what are you going to do?” Zecora drew in a deep breath before she replied.



“I will travel, Makonnen. Travel to lands where I may be allowed to learn. Potions, magical brews, spells, medicine…” Makonnen could feel her swallow at the last word. “I will learn what the shaman does not know. I will help others. I will do something.” Zecora pulled her muzzle back, leaning against Makonnen’s own. “Do you understand?”



The young zebra looked upon his friend and rubbed his muzzle against hers in a show of gentle affection, smiling. 



“I understand.” The deep turquoise of her eyes opened and he received a nuzzle and smile in kind.



“Thank you.”








The young zebra mare gazed silently into the dark expanse of desert, her back laden with saddlebags. The young zebra stallion stood alongside her. The wind whipped between them.



“I would travel with you,” his eyes on everything but hers, “there are dangers you need not face alone.”



“I appreciate that,” she turned to face him, “but you have your duty.”



“I would leave my duty, for you,” he stated firmly.



Silence.



“It is time.”



“Yes…”



“…”



“...if you do want to become a real shaman, you will have to speak as they do, too.”



Zecora chuckled deeply.



“We shall see.”



The zebra raised her hoof, ready to take the first step into her journey. Leaving it suspended, Zecora turned to look back at Makonnen. Even in the darkness, his dual streams of tears gleamed brightly.



“My dearest friend…I know in my heart that this is not the end.” 
      

      
   
      Good Girl


      

      
      
         "Ughhh," Rainbow moans. "My wings are killing me!"



"What happened?" Fluttershy asks.



"Messed up a trick earlier today." Rainbow flexes her wings slowly, and grimaces at the shooting pain. "Turns out corkscrewing reverse loops don't really work."



"Well, that's obvious," Twilight interjects. "Angling your wings to receive lift for a rotation on your longitudinal axis while also keeping them at opposing angles to maintain a revolution around that axis is impossible, since –"



"Yeah, I know, Twi'. Lift and roll at the same time gives a barrel roll. I realised, mid loop and upside down."



"Ouch." Twilight frowned.



"Is it very bad?" Fluttershy asks quickly. Rainbow sees that she's worried, and gives her a reassuring smile.



"I'll manage. But I landed on my wings, so I'm stuck without flying for a day or two."



"Need a place to crash? I can fix up the guest room," Applejack offered.



"Yeah, thanks, AJ."



"Anything at all we others can do to help, you just let us know, okay? Maybe a spa visit for your aching body?"



"Thanks, Rarity, but I just need some rest. " Rainbow frowns at the word. Rest is almost as boring as the spa.



Pinkie gasps, loudly.



"I know what the best medicine is!" she exclaims.



The world stops.



Pinkie Pie knows what the best medicine is.



I know what the best medicine is! Cheerful.



The best medicine.



Hurting wings? Only wants to help.



Everything fades away except Pinkie Pie.



I know what the best medicine is. So thoughtful.



Pinkie Pie smiles at her.



I'll help. So nice.



She is growing larger.



You can trust me.



Twice Rainbow's height.



I only want what's best for you.



Pinkie is standing in a doorway, and she is looking down at Rainbow.



I know what the best medicine is.



Two wings are growing from her back.



Trust me.



Pinkie gives them a flap, then folds them on her back.



This will make it better.



The rest of the room is appearing.



This is what's best for you.



Bright-yellow walls, with Wonderbolt posters.



I know best.



This is Rainbow's room, in Cloudsdale.



I know the best medicine.



Pinkie is changing color.



This will make you understand.



Pinkie's body is blue, now.



Will make you learn.



Pinkie's hair is changing, too.



To be nice.



Less frizzy.



To be careful.



Wind-swept.



To not misbehave.



Rainbow-coloured, like hers.



To think ahead.



Pinkie's features grows thicker, more angular.



To do what you're told.



She's a stallion now.



This is for the best.



There is a broken vase at Rainbow's hooves.



You won't repeat those silly mistakes.



Pinkie's smile turns into a frown, and her eyes a hard yellow.



I'll make sure of it.



Her father steps into her room. He closes the door behind himself, and walks to her. 



Rainbow tries to back away, but she can't move. She can't breathe.



"You've been misbehaving, Rainbow." Her father is towering above her. His face is a perfect picture of contempt, and his eyes are boring straight into her. 



"I know the best medicine for that."



He swings a hoof. Rainbow screams, but there's no sound. The world collapses and she is falling, faster and faster downward. Her father's hard and cruel laughter drowns out the sound of her pounding heartbeats. A black shadow grabs a crushing hold and pulls her further down. She can't move, can't struggle, can't escape. Her vision floods with darkness, and it eats her.



"Listen to this one!" Pinkie Pie says, excited.



Rainbow is thrown back into reality, hyperventilating. She is sitting outside, at a café, in Ponyville. Her best friends are all around her.



Pinkie Pie tells a joke, and everypony laughs. Rainbow's is hollow.
      

      
   
      To Soothe the Savage Breast


      

      
      
         




Bon Bon



Displaying every outward sign of bliss

That Bon Bon thinks she's able to create,

She still expels a quiet little hiss:

The train from Canterlot's arriving late.



Beside her, Lyra doesn't bat an eye,

And Bon Bon's heart goes prickly in her chest.

Her darling doesn't need to hear her sigh

In answer to this single small request.



It's only once a month, so Bon Bon vows

To keep her snark in check until it ends.

She doesn't really mind it, she allows,

Because she hasn't got that many friends....



They're disembarking: Vinyl looking slack;

Octavia, her cello on her back.








Octavia



To see the two of them, all waves and smiles,

Recalls to Tavey's mind their college days

When life and love were new, their coming trials

Invisible along the winding ways.



Duetting now with Lyra soothes her soul

In ways not even Vinyl's touch can match.

Performing as she does demands a toll,

An itch that only coming here can scratch.



They hug, but Tavey yearns to rush along,

Unpack her instrument, and get in tune.

She thirsts to hear the harp and cello's song

And knows her sweet relief is coming soon.



So into town, the others laugh and talk,

But Tavey barely gets herself to walk.








Lyra



It thrills her every month to welcome them,

To show their oldest friends into their house.

With Bonnie's plastic grin a polished gem,

She follows Lyra quiet as a mouse.



How Lyra loves the effort Bonnie makes,

And once again she knows she chose aright

In picking Ponyville despite the stakes,

Dissolving her career right at its height.



Their eyes on Bonnie's candied dreams, they built

Their shop and life, and Lyra can't regret

A bit of it, her only source of guilt

The sight of Tavey frazzled and upset.



But then she lights her horn and strums her lyre,

And Tavey flares her old accustomed fire.








Vinyl



She ought to find it boring, Vinyl knows.

It's why she always keeps her shades in place:

If ever she should drift into a doze,

She doesn't want it showing on her face.



Except it never happens. Not at all.

Awake no matter how the music tries 

To knock her out with tempos at a crawl,

She barely blinks when Tavey fills her eyes.



Her world and all within it disappears—

The clubs, the lights, the pulsing, pounding bass.

Around and through her, gentle in her ears,

The harp and cello make her slow her pace.



She breathes and feels the others do the same,

The room alive with their communal flame.








Quartet



Extravagant's the word, then, for their lunch,

Their table at the bistro long reserved.

A dozen types of sandwiches and punch

But not too much decorum is observed.



"This Ponyville," says Vinyl. "It's sublime."

"It is," says Lyra. "Almost paradise."

And Bonnie grins. "Come visit anytime."

A laugh from Tavey: "Once a month is nice."



As always happens, evening settles down.

They hug inside the station, then the train

With chugs and puffs goes pulling out of town

With both the couples sharing this refrain:



"It's great to see them, great to spend the day,

But I'd not trade with them for any pay."





      

      
   
      The Perfect Cure for the Common Cold


      

      
      
         	“My, Rainbow Dash really did do a marvelous job with the snow, didn’t she?” Rarity said as she surveyed the frozen landscape from her spot on the bridge. Every exposed surface in Ponyville was covered with a gleaming coat of white snow. Icicles hung from the eaves of homes, scintillating in the sunlight that leaked in between the clouds.



	Fluttershy tucked her wings in closer to her sides as she shivered next to Rarity. “Uhm, yes. Though, I do wish she had given us a little more warning.”



	Rarity turned towards her friend. “Whatever is the matter, darling?”



	“Oh, it’s nothing.”



	“It isn’t nothing,” Rarity said, putting her hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder. “Clearly something is amiss. Did Rainbow Dash put a bit too much snow on your cottage? Did she not leave the stream clear of ice so that you could fish?”



	“Oh, no, nothing like that.” Fluttershy shook her head. “It’s just that all of my little animal friends thought spring had come early this year, so I had to go out and bring them all in so they wouldn’t get cold.” Fluttershy shivered again.



	“Have you been out in the snow all day?”



	Fluttershy nodded meekly. “Since last night, actually.”



	“Oh, you poor thing. Here, take my scarf.” Rarity’s horn lit up, peeling the pink scarf from around her neck and placing it around Fluttershy’s shoulders. “Is that better?”



	“Uhm, a little,” Fluttershy said, smiling weakly before another shudder ran through her body.



	“Tsk. Well, perhaps it is time we went inside, then, and got you all warmed up.”



	“Oh, it’s alright. I’d hate for you to have to miss out on this because of me.”



	Rarity waved her hoof. “Nonsense. I’d hate for you to catch a cold on account of me.”



	“Thanks, but really, it’s no problem.”



	“Howdy, girls! What are you two doin’ out on the bridge?”



	The two ponies on the bridge jerked their heads towards the sound of Applejack’s voice.



	“Oh, hello, Applejack. And Rainbow Dash as well, I see!” Rarity smiled at her friends. “I’m afraid we were just about to go inside.”



	“What? And miss out on the awesome snowstorm I put together?” Rainbow Dash sprung up into the air, spreading her hooves wide as she gestured at the snowy landscape. “Come on, you’ve got to admit this is pretty cool.”



	“Yes, yes,” Rarity said, rolling her eyes, “it is very cool indeed, if you get my drift.”



	Rainbow Dash laughed as she flew over to prod Rarity in the chest with her cold hoof. “What? Too cold for Miss I-Wear-Clothes? I thought they were supposed to keep you warm.”



	Rarity brushed the damp spot on her coat with her hoof. “Yes, well, I’m alright, it is just that poor Fluttershy has been out all day helping her little animal friends deal with the snowfall. I was just thinking this was the perfect time to get a nice warm cup of cocoa.”



	“Oh.” Rainbow Dash turned her head over towards Fluttershy, rubbing the back of her head sheepishly. “I forgot to warn you ahead of time again, didn’t I?”



	“It’s alright,” Fluttershy said weakly before she shivered again, her legs quaking underneath her body.



	“Here, let me help.” Rainbow Dash landed next to Fluttershy on the bridge, spreading out one wing and draping it over her friend’s back before she gave an involuntary shiver of her own. “Jeez, Fluttershy, you really are cold. What’d you do, jump in a stream or something?”



	Fluttershy’s cheeks reddened. “Well, Mister Otter said he was hungry…”



	Rainbow Dash shook her head as she began to guide Fluttershy back into town. “Come on, let’s get you warmed up.”



	“Oh, you don’t have to.”



	“Of course I do,” Rainbow Dash replied, leaning into Fluttershy’s side as she tucked her wing in closer around her friend. “You’re freezing.”



	“Now, ain’t that the cutest thing.”



	Rarity nodded her head. “It is simply darling. A pity that Fluttershy will never say anything.”



	Applejack blinked. “What?”



	“Nothing.” Rarity coughed into her hoof, glancing around. “Say, Applejack…”



	“Yes, Rarity?”



	“You know, now that I come to think of it, it really is dreadfully cold. Why, I’m afraid I’m practically frozen to the spot.” Rarity gave her best impression of a shiver as she scooted closer to her friend.



	Applejack arched her eyebrow. “What?”



	Rarity pouted, stamping her hoof. “I’m cold.”



	“Well, what do you expect me to do about it? Maybe you should put on a scarf or somethin’.”
      

      
   
      The Laughter I Choose to Be


      

      
      
         My name is Pinkie Pie, and today is a very special day!



It's the day I will finally tell my friends.



Of course, I have a party planned.  It's just a small party just for my five bestest friends, but it will be so special!  Even though my secret is the dooziest doozy ever, I'm not worried because I know they love me for who I am.



I've lived in two very different worlds, and the first one was just awful.  My life used to be as cold and humorless as rocks on an old rock farm.  Nopony in the family I grew up in ever smiled.  There was little talking.  There was no singing.  Until that fateful evening after I saw Dashie's beautiful Sonic Rainboom whoosh by, I'd never even heard the sound of laughter!  (Not the friendly kind, anyway.)



When my younger siblings were little babies, they never laughed. Can you even imagine that?  That's the world I was born into, from the moment I first opened my cute little baby-blue eyes.  Everypony else in my family was just as drab on the inside as they were on the outside.  We did nothing but work.  Sure, from time to time there was a little love and happiness, but it was fleeting, and not very satisfying.



It's crazy how quickly things can change.  I made a whole family of rock farmers smile on that day—even Maud!  Love and joy just poured out of them, limitless and beautiful.  I had found my special talent: making ponies happy.  And making ponies happy made me happy too, filling my aching core with all the smiles and giggles I never realized I'd been missing.



Things got even better when I moved to Ponyville: this was a whole city of ponies I could make smile, and so many friends!  But there were some bad times too.  I remember the birthday when I jumped to conclusions about my friends leaving me.  I wanted to sit up in my room all alone and starve myself to death, and as much as I love to eat, I probably would have.  I didn't realize back then how much my friends cared for me.  They could never let me wither away like that, because they love me too much.



Now I look at myself, and I can't believe how far I've come.  The very idea that a sad little foal from such odd and humble beginnings could grow up to hold the Element of Laughter!  I now know the true meaning of friendship, sacrifice, and most of all: redemption.  My friends and I stood up to Nightmare Moon, to Discord, even to King Sombreroguy, and with each battle our friendship grew stronger.



For me, the hardest battle was when we fought Chrysalis.  I guess it's because I feel bad for the changelings, since I know what it's like to be without love and happiness.  But in the end, when the real Princess Cadance and Twilie's brother exploded with that echo of love so pure and strong everypony but me needed to close their eyes—all the invaders were blasted away for hundreds of miles, while my friends and I just stood there, right at the epicenter, and basked in it.  It was so powerful, yet it didn't harm us at all!  That's when I finally knew.  I belong here.



I don't know when I'll be able to tell my adopted family what really happened on the day everything changed.  That poor, poor little pink filly.  I was there when Dashie's Rainboom shook the plains, and I saw the rock fall.  I ran to her side, but there was nothing I could do.  I spent two hours burying her in the unyielding earth, and of course I had no way to tell her family.  I even cried, which was a totally new experience.  I was already losing my mind with hunger, so I figured, why not give this earth pony family one last night with their daughter, you know?  Maybe it would help pay back the world for my crimes, if only just a little.  I never got her hair quite right, but I did the best I could.  In the end, somehow it all worked out.



It's time now.  My friends will be arriving any minute, and I'm ready to tell them my story.



I am a changeling, because I was hatched that way.



But my name is Pinkie Pie, because that's who I choose to be.
      

      
   
      Light and Dark


      

      
      
         “There is a sickness in this city.” Prime Meridian flung a hoof towards the open window of Celestia’s chambers. “What do you see out there?”



Celestia gazed outside, where distant ponies scurried like ants around incomplete ivory structures. “Canterlot,” she said softly. “A thriving city that not yet is, but soon will be. What is it that you see, Lord Meridian?”



The unicorn drew his cloak closer around himself. “Suffering. Just how many mudponies and featherflits have been brought in to help with the construction?”



“Earth ponies and pegasi,” Celestia said, emphasizing the words, “have been a tremendous aid.”



“There’s nothing wrong with... those kinds of ponies. They are certainly suited to growing food and managing weather. But this is no place for them.”



“Canterlot will be our capital. It is a place for everypony.”



“At what cost? How many unicorns must live on the streets, while their rightful employment is claimed by outsiders?”



Celestia frowned. “There is plenty of work to be done. That is the reason for the quotas, that the building efforts may be unbiased in their hiring.”



“Pegasi will work for nearly nothing. They cram entire families onto tiny clouds and live off scraps like rats. And earth ponies are far too simple to even realize they’re being exploited.” He sniffed. “I’m no racist. Honestly, I’m trying to help them.”



“All have been making sacrifices, but I am told that even the poorest are being cared for.”



“You’re wrong,” Meridian said bluntly. “I can find examples.”



“I’m certain you can,” Celestia murmured. “But at the moment, there is no sufficient cause to alter the quotas. Why don’t we table this matter for further investigation? I’m certain we can come across a solution that benefits all ponies equally.”



“We shall see.” He stomped to the door. “I will return with proof that your course of action is destroying the unicorn way of life.”



“I—” The door slammed shut and Celestia sighed deeply. She moved to the window, gazing as her sun slowly drifted down towards the span of the horizon. In the orange light, the half-finished pillars and spires glowed like flames reaching towards the sky.



“He’s not wrong,” a voice whispered.



Celestia started as her sister materialized out of the shadows. “Luna? You were here?”



“There is indeed sickness. Disharmony and greed, rotting away in the hearts of ponies like Lord Meridian. Why do you allow him to speak so?”



Celestia showed a tight smile. “They say flies are caught with honey, not vinegar.”



“And what do you do with captured flies?” A dark shadow crossed Luna’s face. “You kill them.”



“I don’t think that’s the intent of the metaphor.”



“It's my intent. Allow me to resolve your issue. A few drops in his morning tea and he quietly passes from this realm in peace. Simple. Undetectable.”



Celestia recoiled. “I’m not going kill him!”



“You wouldn’t,” Luna said, voice dry. “I would.”



“That’s not any better.”



“Do you know why ponies are on the streets? Because he purchases large tracts of the poorer districts of town, raising rents and forcibly evicting those who cannot pay. Is that justice, dear sister?”



“Of course not. But there are other means." Celestia paused, sighing. "He has a daughter. She has been quietly meeting with a young pegasus. Soon, they will marry, and her father will be forced to reevaluate his prejudices. He will change his ways, in time.”



“In time,” Luna scoffed. “All the more reason to strike now, and allow this daughter to guide Meridian’s power to more beneficial ends.”



“I am not a tyrant.”



“Maybe you should be,” Luna muttered.



“Excuse me?”



Luna glared at Celestia. “You focus so much on being loved by 'your little ponies'. You miss that they do not love you in return. They see your weakness and take advantage, because you are terrified of being any less than saintly. If it were me—”



“Enough!” Celestia slammed both forehooves into the ground. “You overstep your bounds, Luna. We shall not act, and that is final.”



“So now can speak with force,” Luna said bitterly.



“There is a spark of goodness deep within every pony’s heart. And as long as that light burns, we must be willing to trust in them.”



“Yes, sister.” Luna’s head bowed. “We will wait.”



They stood, working together in silence as the sun crept beneath the horizon, the moon rising to meet it. Luna did not turn away until the light had faded entirely and darkness blanketed the sky.
      

      
   
      One Untended and Apart


      

      
      
         It happened at ‘rows of apple trees in bloom, one untended and apart.’



Long ago, Antonovka, a young mare, harvested apples in her family’s orchard. Her father told her and her brothers, “If you become hungry while you work, you may take two apples from a tree for yourself and eat them, but no more. Put all the rest in the baskets and bring them home. If you take anymore for yourself, we will be hungry in the winter colds and your sickly mother may die.”



Antonovka and her brothers became hungry while they worked gathering apples. They each took two apples for themselves and ate, and then went back to work. Antonovka became hungry again. She saw that she and her brothers had collected a great number of apples in the baskets. She said to herself, “We already have enough. We will not be hungry in the winter colds if I take more than two apples for myself.”



The mare went away from her brothers to a different part of the orchard and took many more than two apples for herself and ate.



When she finished, she was very full and her stomach bulged. She covered up her bulging stomach with a shawl. She wore the shawl all harvest season to hide her bulging stomach from her father and brothers.



That winter, a great famine struck, one of the worst the ponies of the orchard lands had ever seen. Antonovka and her family had eaten the last of their gathered apples before even the harshest of the winter colds had faded. They had not harvested enough. Her brothers cried out in their hunger and dug into the snowdrifts to get at the dead, frozen grass underneath, but they found little and what they ate made them sick.



Antonovka’s mother became thin and weak. She became so hungry that she could not speak or walk. She slept day and night. Secretly, so the others would not hear, the father told Antonovka, “Your mother will die this winter. There is not enough food.” He told her, “Your brothers are sick. There is not enough food. We did not gather enough this harvest.”



Antonovka felt great shame and cried before her father. She removed the shawl, and said, “Look!” She showed him her bulging stomach. She said, “Father, I took many more than two apples for myself and ate them. We did not gather enough because I took many more than two for myself. Do what you must to save my brothers and my mother.”



Her father took her outside into the winter colds, and there he cut open her stomach. He took out the apples she had taken for herself from her burning bowls, lifted them out gently and carefully as he would infants from the womb, and the apples were many. They were overflowing. Her flesh was abundant with shame and nourishment. As Antonovka released the last of her apples, so too did she release her last breath. 



The father brought the apples inside to his sons and his wife. They ate, and his wife spoke and walked again. His sons were no longer sick.



The father buried Antonovka in the apple orchard.



Antonovka’s family survived the winter colds.



Come spring, a sapling grew up out of the earth in the spot where the father had buried his daughter. The family did not tend to the sapling. They did not go near it. Over many years, the sapling grew into a tall and wild apple tree. Any who ate of its fruit became sick. The ponies said, “That apple tree is Antonovka, and her selfishness will make you sick. Do not go near her and do not eat of her fruit,” and the tree was called Antonovka, and you must not eat of its fruit, because it will make you sick.



The ponies left the tall and wild apple tree alone, and it grows alone, as all Antonovka trees now do.



It happened at ‘rows of apple trees in bloom, one untended and apart.’
      

      
   
      4th District Court, Canterlot, 11:35 a.m.


      

      
      
         (Judge) The defendants may make a statement prior to sentencing.




Thank you, Your Honor. 

At this time we wish to throw ourselves on the Court's mercy.



	Purely in the interests of justice.




We realize that we have many wrongs to redress —



	— and this is not meant to detract from those —




But don't let them say we didn't have a cure.



	Go ahead and ruin us,




If you feel that's what you must do, 



	But don't deprive our nation




Of the most magnificent creation of the Flim-Flam Brothers,



	The audacious,




efficacious,



	all-natural and incidentally herbacious —




(Gavel.)




(Judge) Defendants are cautioned that this court has enjoined them from rhyming verse,


and that their current statements tread upon dangerous ground.




Ahem.



	I'm sorry, Your Honor.  As you know, it's a constant struggle.




Don't let them say we didn't have a cure.



	That's really all we ask.




We cannot let … the Everfree Elixir stay …



	… Brother?




… obscure.



	Fight it —




We must take this chance to show them

Our creation —



	Brother, no —




Don't let them say we didn't have a cure!



(Music.)




	I'm SO sorry —




(Judge) Order!  Order!




(Bailiff) Someone stop the clerk recorder!




It's imperative to tell you 

That a drop will stop a cold!



(Noble) This is shocking to propriety!




(Judge) Go find that darn calliope!




My granny drank a bottle —

Now she's twenty-three years old!



	Flim, you'll help the prosecution!




Then we'll offer restitution

With free samples from our ample stock

To make the world shine!



We can't withhold this miracle!



(Prosecutor) My life has turned satirical.




	Flim, I'm losing my composure —




Sing the chorus, brother mine!



(Music pauses)




	… Of course!




	Don't let them say we didn't have a cure!


	The world has to know that while our motives were impure,


	The Everfree Elixir was a surefire pony fixer!


	Don't let them say we didn't have a cure!




(Bailiff) The crowd's dancing.




(Judge) Bailiff, go find the versebreakers.




(Bailiff) Ma'am.




Now, it's fair to say, 



	as you did,




That we should not have diluted

Our elixirs, 



	Since a pony would


	Expect effects to last!




But more bits went in our purses

With those repeat-sale curses	



	And those mercenary days of pay


	Are firmly in the past!




We recognize we oughta



	Stop pretending tonic water




Is the brew that you and you



	And you!




And you had hoped to see!



So step into our pharmacy



(Prosecutor) Oh stars, here comes the harmony.




The real deal's a steal

And the first one's always free!



(Judge) Order!  ORDER!


(Noble)  I'll take four!




Don't let them say we didn't have a cure!

(Yeah!)


The world has to know that while our motives were impure,

(We know!)


The Everfree Elixir was a surefire pony fixer!

(And is!)


Don't let them say we didn't have a cure!

(We won't!)




(Stallion) Will it help me with my diet?




Yes!  And so much more besides!




Here's a sample!  Go on, try it!



(Mare) Check those muscles on his sides! (swoons)




(Mare) Will it help with my lumbago?




	Are you kidding?  Challenge, please!




It will make your whole darn day go

Just as smooth as this foal's knees!



(Versebreaker) Will it help me grow my oranges?




It can —




(Music record-scratches to a sudden halt)




… uhh.  Ooooh.



	Ergh.




Ow.



	… Oh.  I am SO terribly sorry, Your Honor.




(Judge) Swift Quill?




(Recorder) Ma'am?




(Judge) Please return to the Clerk Recorder's chair.




Oh dear.



	So terribly, TERRIBLY sorry.




(Judge) And add Contempt of Court to the charges.




(Recorder) Yes, ma'am.

      

      
   
      Love and Other Bandages


      

      
      
         Fluttershy woke in a bed that was more crowded than usual.



This was not unprecedented – sometimes her animal friends had trouble sleeping in her cottage. They were not used to walls or the scents in her larder, and the smaller animals felt uneasy around the predators she hosted from time to time. It never mattered how much she promised the fawns or voles that the timberwolf in her kitchen was a vegetarian, they were nervous all the same.



So, sometimes they slept in her bed and snuggled under her wings. It was, she imagined, what it felt like to have a foal.



But this morning was different. The heavy form weighing down her mattress was not one of her animal friends, and he wouldn’t have fit beneath both of her wings. He lay on his back, mouth open, and if she listened carefully she could hear faint snores in time with his breath.



It was adorable, but it was also time for her to get up. She pressed her nose against his neck and gave him a push.



“Wake up,” she whispered.



He grumbled, but his bright blue eyes opened, squinting against the sunlight streaming through the window before turning to her with a smile. “Hey.”



“Good morning. How do you feel?”



“Better, I think.” Lightning Bug rolled away and set his hooves on the floor. He winced as each made contact, and when he tried to stand his whole body froze. His eyes widened, and Fluttershy heard a tiny gasp of indrawn breath. He moved like a old stallion, each step hesitant, his legs trembling as he turned in a slow circle.



Fluttershy let out a breath. To see him standing on his own, actually walking, was remarkable. Just a few days earlier, when she found him on her lawn, he’d barely been able to crawl.



“That’s good,” she said. She floated over to his side and let him lean against her, and together they made their way downstairs.








“There you go, Aubrey,” Fluttershy said, tying a knot on the river otter’s splint. “No swimming for a while, okay?”



Aubrey chittered at her, then nibbled on the gauze bandage entombing its leg until Fluttershy gave her a sharp look. The otter ducked and stumbled away into the long reeds lining the river.



“Doesn’t look happy,” Lightning Bug said. He sat beside Fluttershy, a small basket filled with bandages and other supplies held in his hooves.



“I know, but it’s for her own good. In a few weeks she’ll be fine.”



Lightning Bug nodded. “So, who’s next?”



“Bandit, if we can find him.” Fluttershy turned in a circle, searching for the sick raccoon who’d been hiding in her garden for the past week. He didn’t like medicine. “Oh, I hope I don’t have to trap him again.”



Lightning Bug grunted in response. Fluttershy turned to see him staring down the path to town. She followed his gaze and caught a rainbow flash vanishing behind a distant bush.



They were quiet for a while. Eventually, Lightning Bug spoke. “Your friends still don’t seem very happy with me.”



“Well, they’re very…” Fluttershy paused, a small frown on her lips. “Protective, sometimes.”



“Could be worse. At least they’re not attacking any more. Or calling the guard.”



“They won’t. I spoke with them about it. Now, will you be alright if I run into town?”



His eyes flicked down the path. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”



“Good.” She leaned over to place a light kiss on the corner of his mouth. He jerked at the contact, but when she pulled away he sat straighter, and the faint shake in his limbs was gone.



“You’re too kind, you know.” Still, he kissed her back, and that was enough.








Rainbow Dash was waiting for her at the end of the path, as Fluttershy expected. Her face was marred by a scowl.



“I saw that. You kissed him.”



“That’s what ponies do when they’re in love, Rainbow.”



Something dark crossed Rainbow’s face. “Don’t call it that. It’s not love.”



“It must be. He’s feeling much better.”



Rainbow winced. “That’s… Don’t say that. It’s sick.”



“It’s what he needs. What should I have done? Let him die?”



Rainbow didn’t answer, but her expression left little to the imagination. “And when he’s better?”



“He’ll go back to his hive, I suppose.”



“What about you?”



Fluttershy paused as she stepped past her friend. She placed a light kiss on Dash’s cheek and whispered in her ear. “I’ll live.”
      

      
   
      Back On That Horse


      

      
      
         Scootaloo flapped her wings as fast as she could. The wheels of her scooter whined as she propelled herself towards the concrete ramp. The handlebars gripped firmly in her hooves, she gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes, bending her knees to absorb the minor bounces and shocks that hit her as she approached her goal.



The lift of the ramp hit her wheels with a shock. Horizontal momentum became vertical propulsion, and her legs buckled with the sudden change in force. Her wings ached, but she refused to give up. She leaned in to the handlebars, trying to shift her center of gravity forward, to make herself "fall" in the direction she wanted to go.



Of course, try as she might, she could not fall "up," and when her scooter left the ramp, her rising soon gave way to falling. The horizon began to take up more and more of her narrow view, and the ground went from passively retreating to aggressively advancing. Time was short, and grass was coming at her quickly.



Kicking her legs as hard as she could, she began to make the scooter spin, making the platform rotate around the handlebars. This shift in balance and center of gravity made her wobble, but still, she kept at it. Once. Twice. Three times. She was almost there!



But before the scooter could make a fourth rotation, Scootaloo found herself in contact with the ground. She had been so focused on the timing and placement of the kicks that she hadn't realized she had already fallen too far. The scooter hit first, bouncing out of her grasp and flying off into the field, twisting and spinning wildly. Scootaloo tried to put down her hooves, to catch herself in the fall, but all she managed to do was turn a belly-flop into a rolling, tumbling spin.



When she finally came to a halt, she saw the world inverted, the sky peeking out from between her back legs while most of her view was dominated by the thick grass she'd crashed on to. Righting herself, she examined the damage. Scrapes here and there, but nothing serious. Still, she slammed her helmet down on the ground, burying her face in her hooves.



"Are you okay?"



Scootaloo looked up to see a familiar blue face staring down at her. "Not really."



Rainbow Dash landed, putting her hoof on Scootaloo and examining her. "Awwh it's just a scrape. You can take it, you're the toughest filly I know!"



"It's not that." Scootaloo retrieved her scooter, surprised to see it had likewise suffered only minor damage. "I've been trying to do a 1080 all day, and all I get for it is bruises."



"Eh, you just got your pride wounded. And you know what's the best medicine for wounded pride? Getting back up." Rainbow Dash picked up Scootaloo's helmet, holding it out to her.



"Easy for you to say." Scootaloo took her helmet, setting it on her head. "Since when do you faceplant?"



"Since whenever I was your age. Here, lemme show you something." Rainbow Dash moved in close, lifting the portion of her mane that covered her lower neck.



"Sweet Celestia!" Scootaloo gasped as she saw a horrid, jagged scar almost a full hoof-length in size.



Rainbow Dash removed her hoof, letting her mane fall back down over the scar."When I was your age, I was obsessed with flat spins. The school's front windows though...Oh man, there was blood everywhere, and everypony was screaming..."



"Were you okay?"



"I'm standing here aren't I?" She put a hoof around Scootaloo's shoulder, hugging her close. "Yeah, it hurt, and the stitches were super itchy and definitely not cool. But I kept at it, and you've seen me go in and out of a flat spin like nopony's business. I can even do it in freefall!"



"If it's okay with you, I kind of...Don't want to get hurt like that."



Rainbow Dash sniggered. "You won't, not while I'm watching anyway. But if you're going to show off that 1080 to all your friends like you wanted, you'd better get back there and try again." Rainbow Dash righted the scooter and pushed it towards Scootaloo.



Scootaloo gulped, looking back at the ramp behind her. Somehow it looked taller from this side. Scarier. But she hopped on her scooter and pushed, moving towards the long paved portion to try again. She had to.



Rainbow Dash took to the air, grinning. "Don't worry! I'll catch you!"
      

      
   
      The Problem with Prokaryotes


      

      
      
         “Hey, Twilight,” Sweetie Belle asked, one afternoon during Twilight time. “Why do we get sick?”



Twilight blinked, then frowned, turning to face the filly. “Your school doesn’t teach you that sort of thing?”



“Not yet.” Sweetie sighed, scuffing a hoof across the floor. “It’s mostly dumb things like math.”



Twilight half rolled her eyes, then smiled. “Well, I’d be happy to tell you why ponies get sick. It’s very fascinating, really! I should really write a dissertation about it!”



While Twilight brought out her blackboard, Sweetie spotted her two friends from the corner of her, experimenting with their alchemy project. They both slowly shook their heads at her. 



“Sorry…?” Sweetie offered.



“Hm?” Twilight chimed.



Sweetie snapped back to attention. “Nothing.”



“Well then, let’s get started!” Levitating a piece of chalk, Twilight started drawing a series of strange shapes on the blackboard. Sweetie could only describe of them as… detailed splodges. They had no regular shapes but the insides of them appeared to be incredibly intricate. 



“When we fall ill, it’s usually a case of our immune system staging a battle in our bodies,” Twilight explained.



Sweetie put up her hoof. “Immune system?”



“The body’s defence against pathogens,” Twilight replied.



“Pathogens…?”



Twilight kept up a patient smile. “I’ll explain what details of our immune system later. But first: pathogens. Pathogens are agents of infection that cause disease. Essentially, they’re invaders of our body. Now this can mean many things. Even poison joke can be considered a pathogen! But most pathogens are these,” she said, pointing to the her drawings.



Apple Bloom looked to Scootaloo during the pause. “Do you think she stops so ponies ask her questions so she feels smarter?”



Scootaloo shrugged. “Probably.”



“So, these things are bacteria,” Twilight said, smiling sheepishly. “They’re single celled organisms, more specifically prokaryotes, that multiple by copying themselves and splitting into two.”



“That sounds kinda cool,” Sweetie said. 



“Oh yes, it’s fascinating,” Twilight agreed, nodding. “There’s hundreds of different types. They number in the millions too—no, billions. Not even that! As long as there’s food for them, they never stop dividing!”



“Huh. So… where are they?”



Twilight beamed. “Everywhere!”



Sweetie froze. “Everywhere…?”



“Yep!” Twilight said, pointing at the blackboard. “On this board, on the floor, on the ceiling… even on you and I!”



“G-Great,” Sweetie stammered, forcing a smile.



“Indeed! We’ve only been able to discover them thanks to microscopes and…” Twilight’s voice soon faded away as Sweetie looked around her frantically. Every possible surface she could see them. Those funny little drawings, wiggling around everywhere. Even on her skin!



And they numbered in the million billion trillions....








Sweetie Belle had come to the Boutique screaming.



Not that it was an unusual occurrence to Rarity. Her sister screamed a lot. It just seemed to be the thing little fillies did these days. Scream and run around, no time to admire the pleasantries of life.



That was yesterday. No amount of screaming would prevent Sweetie from going to school today. 



“Sweetie Belle! It’s time for school!” Rarity shouted from the kitchen, a cup of warm tea on the table. 



No response. Not even a tired groan.



“Sweetie Belle? Sweetie Belle?!” Rarity repeated. 



Again, she got nothing. Snorting, she stood and grabbed a broom with her magic, smashing the handle end of it on the ceiling, directly below Sweetie’s room. “Get down here right now!”



“No!”



Rarity sighed. Finally something at least.



Marching upstairs, she swung open Sweetie’s door and stomped through. “You get your flank downstai—”



She sighed deeply.



“Should I even ask…?”



Sweetie Belle was huddled up on the bed, hugging herself and shaking frantically. Her eyes were wide open, bloodshot, constantly darting around the room before focusing on Rarity. These things were not what concerned Rarity.



“Darling, why are you wearing a hazmat suit?” Rarity facehoofed the moment the words left her mouth. “A better question would be how did you acquire one?!”



“Stay back!” Sweetie cried. “You’re contaminated!”



“No, I’m not,” Rarity flatly replied. “I used all the hot water this morning, like always.”



“You’re covered in it!” 



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “Covered in what?” 



“Bacteria! It’s everywhere!” Sweetie squeaked. “Crawling in your skin!”



“Sweetie, who on Equestria told you about bacteria—” Another pause. Rarity stepped out of the room, heading outside the Boutique and looking at the library. 



“I’m not going to blame you, Twilight,” Rarity said to herself. “No, I won’t blame you. It’s shame on me for thinking nothing else could go wrong after the first incident.”
      

      
   
      The Cure for Death


      

      
      
         Celestia strode swiftly down the hallway, slowing down the moment she opened the door. 



She spotted her friend on the hospital bed, walking toward her and placing a hoof on hers.



The old mare blinked slowly, Celestia’s wavy mane reflecting in her tired eyes.



“I came as soon as I could,” said Celestia.



“The… nurses say…” Her voice strained to speak above a whisper, the words coming out as shallow as her breathing.  “I… only have a few hours left.” 



“I know,” said Celestia.



The mare stared at her with doleful eyes.  “I’m… sorry about this.”



“About what?”



“Dying.”



Celestia fought to hold back a rising lump in her throat. “No, you have been a great assistant, a great friend to me these many years. I’m not selfish enough to keep you as a friend forever.”



“Why not?”



“Everypony has to face this hurdle someday.”



“But… you don’t.”



“I’m— well… I’m different.”



“Can you make anypony else… different like you?”



“No… I was born this way. I don’t know how to make this trial pass more than any other pony. There’s no spell, no potion, no elixir of life that can stop this from happening.”



She stared at Celestia before her eyes drooped to a close.



Celestia held her breath, scared that her friend's time was over, but the mare’s breathing continued.



She would stay there with her friend these last few hours. Luna had been there to help her depose Discord and fight Sombra. But the mare that had helped Celestia face her worst trial, the loss of her sister, laid in front of her.



After about two and a half hours, the mare’s eyes fluttered open.



Celestia’s ears perked up, her melancholy thoughts shoved aside as she watched her friend.



“Phoenix…” said the mare.



“What?” asked Celestia.



“Phoenixes… are different… like you.”



“I don’t understand.”



“When they die… they are reborn… they live forever… like you.”



Celestia smiled weakly. “Yes… I suppose that is true.”



“You know... the spell to turn ponies into animals.... don’t you?”



Celestia gave her a confused look, but nodded slowly.



“Turn me… into a phoenix. I’ll… die… and then… once I’m reborn… change me back into a mare.”



Celestia stayed silent for a moment.  “I don’t think you can cheat death that way.”



“I’ll still die… but as a phoenix. I can be your assistant forever…”



“I… no… I can’t do that.”



“Why… not?”



“I don’t know if it will work,” said Celestia, mournfully. “What if you turn back into a filly, with no memory of what has happened?”



The mare on the bed smiled weakly. “Then I would have the great joy of learning to become your assistant again for another lifetime.”



Celestia stared at her, tears starting to well up.



“A mare that lives forever… needs somepony that can help them for that forever.”



The mare on the bed drifted off into unconsciousness. Celestia listened as her heartbeat slowed down. It would stop at any moment.



Celestia thought hard of the shape and form of the bird, channeling that idea through her horn and into the mare.



The earth pony’s body shrunk in odd ways as her entire coat disappeared. When the spell was done, a sickly, featherless phoenix sat on the bed.



Celestia watched her for a moment before the entire bird caught fire. She gingerly enveloped the flame in her magic, preventing the blankets from also catching fire.



Ash fell onto the bed, heaps of gray dust piling up until the flame disappeared.



She watched in fascination as the ash started to swirl and be picked up by an unseen wind, a small tornado appeared in front of her as a bright red phoenix burst forth, showering the room with a brilliant light.



The phoenix unfurled her wings before landing on the bed.



Celestia wasted no time and enveloped the phoenix in her magic, bringing the image of her friend back into her mind, casting the reverse spell.



Nothing happened.



The phoenix perched there, awaiting the spell to take effect, as Celestia kept casting and recasting the spell.



“I’m sorry,” Celestia said after dozens of attempts. “I can’t turn you back into a mare.”



The phoenix stared at the ground mournfully before turning her head up and chirping enthusiastically.



“You are… alright with this?”



The phoenix began to sing, the warm melody evaporating Celestia’s tears and filling her with a hope for a future that she had not felt in decades.



“Thank you, Philomena.”
      

      
   
      Gilda Has the Floor


      

      
      
         Gilda strode to the podium at the center of the head table and gazed out at all the pairs of eyes watching her. It didn’t matter. She’d commanded attention all her life, for her speed, for her attitude, for her… Well, not too many griffons around. Didn’t bother her one bit.



She stared at a spot on the floor, just in front of the first row of tables. A packed house, not an empty seat out there. So many colors. Griffons didn’t have that much of a range of color—brown, gray, white, black. Maybe a dye job here and there. But so much color. Too much… No. No time for this. She took a long breath and swirled the cider around in her glass.



Her fifth glass. They’d told her to save it, that it was for later, but she kept draining it, and they kept refilling it, with a bigger scowl each time. Then came all the toasts, the liquid’s level inching down with each one, and now her turn. Her turn.



After all that cider, how could her throat be so dry? Gilda watched the ripples dancing in her glass, little golden things bouncing back and forth. What was making it shake like that? Good thing she had this cider with her. Steady her nerves.



In the seat beside her, Applejack cleared her throat amid the dead silence. Gilda blinked, downed the remainder, and jiggled her glass in Applejack’s direction.



That simple farm pony glared at her, but she slid the pitcher over and refilled Gilda’s drink anyway. Another round, barkeep.



Gilda held it up to her beak and sniffed it before holding it up high above her head. “To Rainbow Dash!” she said. Was her voice really that loud? She leaned forward to brace a claw on the podium. “The biggest bastard ever to wreck the skies of Equestria. Am I right?”



She leered sidelong at Applejack. That straight-laced pony would learn to take a joke sometime. And at the next seat over, the yellow pony, Flutter-something. She’d ducked her head down onto the table and covered her nose with her napkin.



“She’s done with me now, huh? Movin’ on.” Gilda slouched forward even farther, resting on an elbow. “Why… Wh-why’d she even invite me to this? Leavin’ me behind.”



Adopting her best dumb-guy voice, she added, “Don’t need Gilda anymore.” The glass had sunk, down by her face again, and she reached her tongue toward it, but up again. Up. She lifted the drink back up. “To Rainbow Dash.” Some mumbling, some clinking of glasses. She rolled her eyes up at the cider, and through it, the ceiling spun, went black.








Gilda rubbed her head. Her glass gone, but the spilled contents still on the rug next to her. Dishes banging together, but nothing in here. Quiet in here.



She pulled herself up to the table again and grabbed two clawfuls of podium to keep herself standing. Some plates still on the table. “To Rainbow Dash.” She reached for the pitcher, but… empty.



“You don’t need that. It won’t cure you.”



Who…?



Gilda scanned the tables, all vacant now. Except… pink.



“I… I guess everyone’s pretty mad at me,” Gilda said.



“Maybe. Not me.” Why’d Pinkie have to get so serious all of a sudden? Couldn’t she go prank someone? She should be bouncing around, acting stupid, so Gilda could tell her she was stupid. Stupid pony.



Ugh. Gilda wobbled as she pressed a fist to her temple, and then her eye. Hold it in, Gilda.



Pinkie just sat there with her ears drooped. Her intense stare, eyes welling… like she’d take Gilda’s tears and cry them herself. Gilda looked away, couldn’t see that, and next thing she knew, Pinkie had her locked in a hug.



She should stop Pinkie. She should. Her throat burned. And then Pinkie pressed something into Gilda’s claw. A necklace. The setting, in a lightning bolt shape, but no stone.



“Dashie left this to you. She wanted you to have it.”



Gilda stared at it. “Why? Why, I don’t deserve it, I—”



“She said you do.” The hug tightened.



So did her grip on the necklace. And a stifled wail started, from… from her own throat. She sank to her knees, and Pinkie held her while she trembled and clutched at the feathers on top of her head.



“Let’s go,” Pinkie finally whispered in her ear. And then someone lifted Gilda up and carried her from that awful, still room.
      

      
   
      If You Can't Cry...


      

      
      
         “I think, deep down, we all knew that baking muffins with pony Mentos and pony Coca-Cola was a mistake. But just because something seemed dangerous, or foolhardy, never stopped Pinkie Pie. Even when we all warned her, and got that certified letter from the International Association of Pony Chemists, and a court order prohibiting her from experimenting with new forms of baked goods, we knew that she could never stop. It was why we loved her. And feared her, but mostly loved her.”



Twilight Sparkle paused in her eulogy to clear her throat. They had all wept enough over the past few days, and today was supposed to be about remembering their friend. She took a deep breath and straightened her notecards.



“There is a hole in all our hearts, now. A Pinkie Pie-shaped hole. But friends, remember who she was and what she represented – she would not want us to mourn her passing. She would want us to remember her life, and laugh at the joy she gave us. That is the best way to remember our friend.”



A faint smattering of applause accompanied Twilight Sparkle as she returned to her seat. Rarity gave her a smile and a gentle nuzzle, and together they turned back to the podium, where Mayor Mare was preparing to speak.



It was a beautiful day for a memorial service, Twilight thought. Of course, the town’s pegasi had made sure the sun was shining and a warm southern breeze tickled their coats. The entire town had turned out to bid Pinkie Pie farewell, and it warmed Twilight’s heart to see such an outpouring of love for her friend.



“Good afternoon, friends,” Mayor Mare began. As she spoke, she opened a small envelope and pulled out a single folded page. “And thank you Twilight Sparkle for that moving testimonial. Before we close today, I have a letter written by Pinkie Pie that she asked to be read in the event she did not survive her injuries.”



A wave of murmurs flowed through the crowd. Ponies leaned forward, their ears perked up. Even Twilight Sparkle was not immune, though she knew of the letter’s existence while planning the ceremony.



Mayor Mare unfolded the letter and cleared her throat. “Hello friends. Thank you all for coming to my funeral. I promise this letter will be short and to the point.”



Faint laughter echoed from the crowd, and Mayor Mare smiled before continuing. “By now, some of you may have noticed that… uh…” She paused, her eyes scanning across the letter. “Er, some of you may have noticed that a fast-acting glue was applied to your seats. Pause to let this sink in.”



There was, indeed, a pause. There was also a louder wave of grumbles as ponies attempted to stand, and either failed to do so, or simply brought the seats with them.



“Huh.” Mayor Mare blinked a few times. “Ponies, please calm down. This is just a final prank, I’m sure. Now, ah… Okay. Pause to let this sink in… Aha. I’m sorry for any discomfort this may cause, the glue will dissolve with acetone or hoof polish remover. Many of you may also be wondering why I requested the memorial service to be held right next to the Lotus Luxury Spa. Pause again.”



As one, the crowd turned to the adjacent spa, then back to the lectern. Mayor Mare frowned at the letter, but continued.



“Finally, some of you may be wondering where Cloud Kicker is. If you look behind you, you’ll see she is on top of the spa.”



Ponies turned, and indeed, there was Cloud Kicker, standing next to the huge water cistern atop the spa. She waved, and a few ponies waved back.



“And, uh…” The mayor frowned. “Last night, Cloud Kicker added several gallons of pink dye to those water towers. When the mayor finishes reading this letter, she will…”



The memorial service mostly ended at that point, as several ponies attempted to escape with chairs still glued to their butts. Few made it very far, and in any case, the tipped-over cistern held more than enough dyed water to wash down the street, flooding everything in sight and transforming the town, the road, the buildings, and of course the ponies themselves a shocking, fluorescent pink.



Rarity began screaming.



Rainbow Dash began laughing.



Certainly, nopony was crying.



And that was probably the point.
      

      
   
      Hometown Support


      

      
      
         The station was deserted at this time of morning. A lone conductor walked laps of the platform, stamping his hooves against the cold. Two crows warbled in the eves. The five of them huddled together and watched the northern line.



“What’s the point of bringing her here, Twi?” grumbled Rainbow Dash. “What can Monotone McGee do that we can’t?”



“You answered your own question, sug,” Applejack answered. “We ain’t had any luck with Pinkie. Maybe her sister will.”



"Have we tried everything? Maud gives me the creeps.”



Twilight sighed. She had asked herself that question countless times already. Every time she asked it, she discovered something they hadn’t done before. But no matter what it was, it didn’t help.



“First, Maud isn’t creepy,” she said. “She’s just a little . . . different. And second, we have tried everything. Talk, gifts, dinner, sleepover, pep talks – everything.” Her gaze dropped to her hooves. “We all know how well it’s worked.”



Rarity draped a hoof over her shoulder and drew her close. “Don’t blame yourself, darling. You’ve tried the hardest of any of us. But if Maud cannot help, then I think it wise that we let time be her medicine. From what I understand, Pinkie and her father were quite close. It may take a long time for her to heal."



“It’s been two weeks and she hasn't improved” Twilight snapped. She caught herself, then said in a more level voice. “I just want to hear her laugh again.”



"We all do," whispered Fluttershy.



They platform was silent until Twilight heard the rattle, click and roar of an approaching train. As it drew near, she saw it was one of the original models. Its pink enamel coat, which had been in fashion at the time, peeled in several places to reveal the cold iron underneath. As the train pulled in, a flake lifted away and landed at Twilight’s hooves.



Sometimes, she forgot where her bubbliest friend came from.



After the train came to rest, the doors opened, and Maud Pie stepped out. She wore a coarse, black shawl and battered pair of saddlebags. She turned her head, unblinking, until she saw them, and then trotted over.



“I’m glad you could make it at such short notice,” said Twilight, summoning up false cheer.



“You said Pinkie was in trouble,” Maud replied, voice as flat as a river stone.



“She is, sort of. Ever since, ah, you know, she’s—”



“—been out of sorts,” Rarity said, stepping in smoothly. “We were hoping you would know how to help.”



“Of course,” said Maud. She opened one of her saddlebags. It was filled with rocks. “Boulder and his friends came to help.”



Twilight exchanged a glance with Rainbow Dash, then said, “Why don’t we get a move on?”







“This one is hers,” said Twilight, nodding to a door that looked like it had been torn off a gingerbread house.



“Jeez, how can you tell?” muttered Rainbow Dash.



“Do you want us to come in, or . . . ?”



Maud pushed open the door, stepped through, and shut it behind her.



“Or, I’m guessing,” Applejack drawled.



From inside, Twilight heard a surprised murmur, followed by an atonal drone, and two heavy thumps. The saddlebags.



“Maybe we should give them some time alone,” said Fluttershy.



Rainbow Dash scuttled closer to the door. “I wanna hear what she’s saying.”



“We shouldn't, but I am rather curious,” Rarity added.



Twilight hummed. If Maud was successful, then it would be smart to make note of what she said. If not, then no harm done.



"Okay. Stand back."



The others shuffled back. Twilight’s horn pulsed with light, and two familiar voices filled the corridor.



“. . . Granny Pie died, he didn’t get all sad and mopey,” came Pinkie’s voice, limp and heavy. “He stayed calm-a-lected, even though it was so unfair.”



 “Do you know why he stayed strong?”



A sniffle. “No. Why?”



“Because he was down to earth. Even more so now.”



Twilight looked back at her friends, aghast. They shared her horrified expression. 



Pinkie, however, giggled. 



“He was not sedimental,” Maud continued. “But he never took anything for granite, either. We were his bedrock."



The giggle became two, three, and then a halting stream of laughter, the first in weeks.



Of course.



Twilight let the spell drop and turned around.



Rarity touched her shoulder “Twilight, what is it?”



“Time’s not the only medicine,” she said, with a small smile. “I think Pinkie’s going to be alright.”
      

      
   
      Intention


      

      
      
         Scootaloo stared at the hard tile floor beneath the bench, hoping if she focused hard enough on the white, blank that she’d end up anywhere but where she was, or that the entire experience would have just been a bad dream. Jitters before the big day, something she ate, a bump on the head before she got on the field. Anything but that would be better than it happening.



The silence in the locker room was broken when a door opened, and a pair of hoofs clicked against the tiles. Scootaloo knew who it was before they spoke, but the moments before that seemed even longer as she continued to stare at the floor.



“Hey, sq- Scootaloo,” Rainbow Dash said, stopping at the bench and scraping a hoof back and forth for a few more moments of precious silence. “You mind if I sit down with you?”



Scootaloo didn’t say anything; she wanted to speak, to explain how it wasn’t her fault, or she that she didn’t mean to hurt him, but what could she say that wasn’t just an excuse? Her mouth opened slightly, but it felt like a lump the size of her hoof was keeping her from doing anything to defend herself. That didn’t stop Rainbow Dash from sitting on the bench and sliding next to her, though.



“Listen…” Dash said, before sighing and tapping the bench. “I’m not good at this, I know, but trust me. H-he’s fine.” She sounded sure of her words, mostly, but something told Scootaloo she wasn’t. He looked in bad shape, at least from what she saw before running away, frightened like a kid. There was so much blood and...



Scootaloo felt Dash’s hoof on her shoulder, and she wanted to pull away, but she was still dumbstruck. “I mean, I’ve been in more scrapes than I can count,” Dash continued, thumping her chest, “and Rumble’s pretty tough. I mean, not as tough as me, probably, but, you know what I…” Dash stopped, sighing again and rubbing her forehead.



Scootaloo chuckled, for only a moment before that lump returned. Even when she wanted to be professional, Dash was still the same as always. That was why she had been so excited! Scootaloo was finally going to try out for the Wonderbolts, after watching them and Dash for years and years, looking up to her and wanting to make her proud. When she heard Dash was taking over teaching at the academy too, it was all she could have hoped for.



She wanted to make her proud, and show her how much she’d improved since Dash left. That’s why she practiced that move for weeks and weeks, one of Dash’s signature ones too. When she’d been partnered with Rumble, she was sure it would end up fine when they did their routine together. He was a great flier, but Scootaloo had to steal the show. She had to show Dash she was the best she could be.



But then he flew into her path, and she couldn’t react fast enough. She ended up spinning in the air, but he went crashing to the ground, hitting a few cloud pillars on the way too. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, but he shouldn’t have been near her anyway, or…



“They’re still taking a look, but I’m sure he’ll end up fine,” Dash said, breaking Scootaloo out of her thoughts, “Maybe, I mean… Ugh.” She definitely didn’t sound sure, but she did sound hopeful. “It wasn’t your fa- accidents happ- Look!” Dash bolted up from the bench, groaning in frustration. She tilted Scootaloo’s face up towards her. “What happened, happened. Moping isn’t gonna fix anything. Just..” Dash’s look of frustration faded slowly, and she smiled at Scootaloo.



“You know what helps me? Flying up, as far as I can go, and just letting it out. I don’t know if it’ll help, but, just try.” Dash let go of Scootaloo and glided to the door. Before she closed the door, she said, “Either way, go see him… I know it will probably help him to have a friend there.”



Scootaloo, left by herself again, didn’t look down at the floor. The lump in her throat was gone, but there was no one left to talk to. Taking a deep breath, she stood up from the bench and headed for the door.
      

      
   
      Ten Degrees


      

      
      
         It was hot, hot, hot.



With great, round beads of sweat dripping down the bridge of her nose, Lyra opened the door to the Sweet Tooth and stepped into the inviting shade inside the candy store. The little “Closed” sign rattled against the door, breaking the serene silence inside.



Lyra took in a big breath of the wonderfully cool air. It smelled like powdered sugar and cocoa. Letting it all out with a sigh, she trotted past the customer area, through the little gate on the front counter marked “Employees Only”, and towards the back stairs.



“Bonnie, I’m back! Do we still have any of those daisies left? I’m starving.”



Just before making her way to the upper floor, she first shot a glance towards the kitchen. Empty and quiet.



“Bon-buns, where’re you at? The train leaves in an hour. You’ve got some judges’ socks to knock off in Canterlot!”



From the direction of the bedroom came an abrupt sniffle. Lyra’s ears swiveled at the sound.



“Are you okay, sweetness?” she called out, suddenly uneasy.



Trotting down the hall, she opened the door to the little living room, where the sound had come from. Bon Bon was inside, lying sprawled on her Having-a-Bad-Day couch, face in her hooves.



“Bonnie!” Lyra scrambled to the crying mare’s side and held Bon Bon’s head to her chest. The fur on Lyra’s forelegs became became matted and wet. “What’s wrong?”



“Oh, that featherbrained Rainbow Dash!” said Bon Bon. She leant into Lyra’s embrace and threw both legs around her shoulders. “Why can’t that mare ever do her job? It’s all ruined now.”



“Rainbow Dash?” Lyra shook her head. “Sweetness, you’re not making any sense.”



“It’s ninety-two degrees outside,” Bon Bon managed between frustrated sobs. “Ninety-two! The weather schedule said that today was supposed to be an eighty-two!”



“I don’t, uh…” Lyra bit her lip. “What do you—”



“Milk chocolate melts at ninety-two degrees, Lyra.” She dejectedly pointed to a wax-lined baking tray sitting on the coffee table that had somehow escaped Lyra’s attention. “This morning, I put it out on the windowsill to set, but it was too darn hot out. And now they’re all ruined.”



Lyra’s heart sank all the way down to her hooves as she took the sight of the melted candies. Little, shapeless mounds of chocolate sat in pools of hardened caramel filling that had spilled out when the treats crumpled in the heat. The ones at the edges had even run down the sides of the tray.



“Was this the batch for the contest?” Lyra spoke past the lump in her throat.



Bon Bon only nodded in response, smearing tears across Lyra’s coat.



“Oh, Bonnie, I’m so sorry.”



“I spent all night mixing everything.” Bon Bon sniffed again. “It was perfect, Lyra.”



“I know, I know, sweetness.”



Lyra cooed and shushed her, and together the two of them laid on that sofa as the departure time for their Canterlot train came and went. Finally, as the orange evening light found its way through the windows, her own rumbling stomach snapped Lyra out of her sleepy daze.



With Bon Bon snoring and snuggled tight next to her, popping down to the kitchen for a snack was out of the question. A moment’s consideration later, Lyra wrapped her magic around the most intact of the chocolate lumps on the tray beside them.



It broke off messily, leaving most of the bottom still stuck in the caramel sludge. Even then, the effort Bon Bon put into it was obvious; each piece had carefully drizzled swirls of white chocolate across the top, and even melted, Lyra could see at least two other kinds of chocolate layered one on top of the other. Wistfully, Lyra popped the candy into her mouth.



It was delicious. Sweet and salty, with a hint of savoriness from the heavy, rich caramel. It was the kind of treat that demanded a second bite as soon as the taste first faded from your tongue.



“Lyra?” Bon Bon stirred. “Lyra, don’t eat those, honey.”



“What? Why?”



Bon Bon’s ears flattened against her head. “They were going to be so much better. It’s not fair.”



“I don’t know, Bonnie,” Lyra replied with a tilt of the head. “These are really, really good.”



A ghost of a smile lingered on Bon Bon’s face, and she squeezed Lyra.



“Really? Give me a bite.”



An hour later, the tray was picked clean, and the tired couple fell back asleep with full bellies and warm hearts.
      

      
   
      The Artificial Donkey


      

      
      
         “Well?” Bounder said, grinning gleefully. “Is it creepy, or what?”



It was so dark in the barn I had to stand right next to the thing to make it out. The slits in the rafters cut the moonlight in stripes and laid them across it. It looked like a sawhorse wrapped in felt, but I could feel hinges underneath, and thick rubber hoses.



I sneezed in the dusty air. “What is it?”



He hit my shoulder, hard. “What does it look like, idiot?” He pointed at two long, stiff strips of buckram sticking up from a ball on one end. They looked like ears.



I squinted. They were ears. Donkey ears. Suddenly I saw the thing was like one of those dummy ponies in the clothing stores, but strange, all flat lines and sharp angles.



The shoulders were the strangest of all. The front legs were long wooden slats that stuck up way past the shoulders. There was a flat piece across its back, connected to each leg by a hinge. I thought maybe the parts sticking out above the shoulder were wings, but they were too skinny, and anyway I was pretty sure it was supposed to be a donkey. A hose ran up the inside of one leg slat to its end, then across to the other leg and down to the floor.



“Why’d you think he never opens the windows?” Bounder said. “He’d die if anypony saw this. Which is why we’re gonna splash a photo of him with it across the front page of the school paper.”



“I don’t think it’s the kinda thing for a school newspaper,” I said.



Bounder narrowed his eyes at me. I flinched.



“Come on,” he said. “He’ll hafta leave town! Or do you like being yelled at every time you speak louder’n a whisper? Every time a ball bounces on his side of the street?”



Well, I sure didn’t. I didn’t know how bad being caught with a thing like that was, or why, but I guessed it couldn’t be worse than that grumpy old donkey deserved. Nopony would miss him.



“He’s a pain in the ass,” Bounder said.



“Shut up. You said that like three times already.”



“In the ass,” he said again.



“Wait. How’re you gonna get him in the picture?”



Outside, I heard a door slam.



Bounder dashed across the floor and disappeared. I stood staring at where he’d vanished.



“Under here, idiot!” he hissed.



I blinked, and saw Bounder crouched in an even darker spot under a wall cabinet. I stuffed myself under it a moment before I heard a barn door slide open and saw the old donkey’s shadow stretched across the floor. Even there his wig looked ridiculous.



He shut the door, and everything was dark. I heard him clomp towards us. Beside me, I felt Bounder lift the camera.



There was a snap, and a humming started. Something moved in the strips of moonlight. After a minute, the old donkey started moaning, like maybe he was in pain.



Bounder did his ugly gargle-snigger, real quiet, and it gave me a sick feeling. I knew I should call out and warn the old donkey, but I was afraid. Maybe that’s why I sneezed.



Then the flash blinded me, and I heard Bounder scrambling out and running, and me too. I couldn’t find the latch in the dark, but somehow the door was open and we were outside. I ran straight home, stumbling in the dark and startling at shadows.



The next day I passed the barn on my way to school. Its doors were open. I didn’t see anything inside.



I was jumpy all day at school, expecting the teacher’s hooves to grab me every time he walked past. Afterwards I met Bounder in the school’s darkroom.



“This’ll be good,” he said, swishing the film under the developing fluid in the room’s red light.



There were two shapes in the picture, facing each other. Soon I could tell the real donkey from the fake. The fake donkey’s forelegs were lifted up and lying across the real one’s shoulders. The hose between its shoulders that had sagged before was full of air, pushing out on the slats and pushing the forelegs together, squeezing the old donkey like it was giving him a hug.



Bounder looked at it and said some bad words. I still didn’t get what was so bad about it. Anyway, with the real donkey already gone, we never did run that picture.
      

      
   
      The Gift


      

      
      
         Fluttershy snuggled her wings in tight as she slipped under the blankets of her bed, ready for a refreshing night’s sleep. The sun had gone to sleep an hour prior, along with the majority of her animal friends. She drew a hoof across her mane, laying out the long, pink locks across her fluffy pillow and closed her eyes. The stress of the day settled into the growing warmth around her as her blankets wrapped her in a loving embrace.



The rhythm of chirping crickets and the rustle of myriad smaller creatures settling in around the room suddenly fell away.



Fluttershy’s ears pricked to attention. An alarm sounded in her head. She threw off the sheets and bolted to her bedroom window. Almost before she could open it, her wings pushed her through the small opening and into the sky above her backyard. Her heart sank as her eyes confirmed the sight of what her ears had already established.



“Oh no!” she squeaked, gasping for breath in the terrifying rush of the moment.



Like a rock, she dropped to the ground. Straight ahead, a shadow dissolved into the trees on the edge of the Everfree Forest. The frantic clucking of half a dozen chickens rang in her ears with what amounted to cries of help! Working the knot from her chest, she lifted a hoof and approached the nightmare scene. 



Slashing claw marks ran the length of the chicken coop door. The broken wood hung from a single hinge, barely attached to the frame at all. Scattered feathers in white and brown dotted the ground with the occasional splotch of red adding an unwelcome shade. Moonlight bathed tracks from something larger than a pony leading off into the forest with an eerie glow.



Steeling herself against the truth, Fluttershy stuck her head through the door, expecting the worst. Huddled against the back wall, all of her fowl friends, minus one, beat their wings, clucking at the top of their lungs. Her greatest fear laid out in the middle of the floor, a mess of mottled white feathers streaked with red.



“Elizabeak!” Fluttershy gasped, squeezing herself through the opening and wrapping her forelegs around the lifeless body.








With only the moon to guide her steps, Fluttershy approached the edge of the clearing. Nestled into the outcropping of rock and gnarled roots on the far side, she could plainly see the beast she had tracked all the way from her cottage. Judging from the size and shape of the prints, she knew that she would find the timberwolf responsible for the death of her friend at the end of the trail. Taking a deep breath, she reached back into her pack and removed her load.



Without taking her stare off the target, she warily ventured out into the open. A pair of bright yellow eyes met her gaze and warned against her unwelcome presence. The beast’s low growl rumbled in her head as she pulled back the carefully wrapped sheet cradling her gift. Depositing it as close as she dared to the glowing slits crouched beneath the bush, she cautiously backed away.



With each step she took widening the chasm between her and her departed friend, Fluttershy clamped down on the hoofful of pristine, white feathers she had plucked only a few minutes earlier that remained tucked beneath her own trembling wing. Shrinking back into the forest, she watched as the imposing timberwolf took to investigating the meal.



Even from across the clearing, the sharp mewling cries of two more sets of yellow eyes brought Fluttershy’s attention back to the sheltered cleft.



With a heavy tear running down the side of her muzzle, Fluttershy fought to call up her voice. “I… forgive you, mother wolf. Take care of your little ones.” Her head fell, and she turned to escape toward the uncertain safety her house.



Mother wolf dropped her forepaws across the nearly forsaken kill and rose up toward the moon overhead. Her howl echoed against Fluttershy’s hooffalls galloping away from the clearing.








With slightly pink hooves still damp from washing off what she could of the blood, Fluttershy fell into bed for the second time that night. She drew up her pillow and gently opened the slit on the back side. One by one, she placed the collection of precious chicken feathers inside and sealed up the hole. 



Clutching the pillow to her chest, she closed her eyes. “Thank you for your gift, Elizabeak. I will never forget you.” 
      

      
   
      The Best Kind of Medicine


      

      
      
         Beep. Beep. Beep.



“Well now, what’s your name?” A brown stallion in a big, white doctor’s coat asks the filly in the bed.



“I-I’m… Bright Spark…” The small yellow filly manages to say through her coughing fit.



“Bright Spark, is it? A beautiful name indeed. My name is Bezoar, and I’m going to be your doctor today. Now, can you tell me where it hurts? If it’s too painful, just show me on this doll,” he says, holding up a small, raggedy doll with his magic.



Bright Spark says nothing, but she points towards her own chest, gesturing inwards.



“In the lungs, you say?” Bright Spark nods. “Well, you’re being a very brave little filly. We’re just going to give you a quick magical scan, and then I’m going to have a talk with your father about how we treat that nasty cough of yours. Does that sound good?” Bright Spark nods again. “Alright, this might tingle a little…”



---



Doctor Bezoar sits at his desk, going over some paperwork, when he hears a knock at the door. “Come in, the door’s unlocked,” he says, putting away the papers. “Mister Bright Light, was it?”



A dark blue stallion with a light blue mane walks in and sits down opposite the doctor. “Yes, that’s right. How is she? Is she going to be okay? Please let her be okay,” he says frantically.



“It’s… not good news, I’m afraid,” Doctor Bezoar says, “She isn’t responding to any of our treatments, and meanwhile, the cough is only getting worse.”



“B-But, surely there’s something you haven’t tried yet,” Bright Light exclaims, his green eyes wide and tearing up. “I-I used to be a nurse, maybe there’s something I can do!”



“I’m sorry Mister Bright, there’s nothing that you can do to help. Although if it hadn’t been for your caring for her at home, she might not have made it this long.” Bezoar sighs. “It pains me to say this, but… we don’t think she’ll make it through the night.”



At this, the stallion’s eyes widened, and his muzzle hung open in shock. “No… No. No! No, no, no! That can’t be right! You’re lying to me! You have to be! I-I can’t lose her! Please, don’t let me lose her!”



“All we can do now is try and ease her pain. I know this is difficult for you to hear-”



“Difficult!? You’re telling me my daughter is all but dead and all you can say is it’s difficult!? I- You- Argh!” Bright Light screams, before sobbing near-uncontrollably into his hooves. “Why!? Why did this have to happen!? First her mother and now…”



Doctor Bezoar sighs, then starts levitating a bottle of pills over to the sobbing stallion. “Take these, they’ll calm you down.”



Bright Light looks at the pills, reading the label. “A-anaesthetic? I don’t-”



“They say that the best kind of medicine is the kind where you’ll never get sick again,” Doctor Bezoar says with a pointed look at Bright. “Unfortunately, I only know of one way that that can happen.”



Bright Light looks at the doctor, then back to the pills. Nodding, he takes the bottle in his own magic and walks out the door.



---



Beep… Beep...



“H-hey there Sparky. No no, don’t move, I’m coming over,” Bright Light says, walking into the clean white room.



“The doctor just talked with me and…” Bright Light hesitates, then looks at the bottle of pills in his magic. After about a minute of looking back and forth between the bottle and his now pale yellow daughter, he says, “H-he gave me this new medicine. Said it works wonders! You take it, go to sleep, and then when you wake up, everything’s fine!” He wipes at his nose with a leg, giving her a pill that she quickly swallows. “E-Everything’s going to be fine…”



Beep… Beep… Beeeeeeee-



---



“Time of death: Zero-one-nineteen hours. Cause of death: Drug overdose,” Doctor Bezoar mutters as he looks through the glass and sees Bright Light take one… two… five pills at once. He shakes his head, turns, and walks away, a single tear falling to the clean white floor.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie's Glamorous Giggle Gas


      

      
      
         The stall sat in an unassuming corner of the Ponyville Plaza, festooned with bright pink streamers and balloons. Shelves were weighed heavily with cakes and treats of any description, steaming gently in the morning air. Anyone would describe this as another foray into the cutthroat world of small time sweets sales, but they would have had to miss the very large, billowing banner, blowing brazenly in the breeze.



“Pinkie Pie: Cures and Remedies”



Rainbow Dash wandered to the stall, banging one hoof on the countertop, cradling her head with the other. Pinkie materialized behind the stall, smiling hugely. “Heeeeeey, Dashie, whatcha lookin’ for today?”



“Yo, Pinkie.” Rainbow grimaced, rubbing little circles into her forehead. “So, Twilight thinks I might have ‘many-guytis’ or something like that, so I’m s’posed to go to the hospital, right? But hospitals are expensive! I don’t have time for that nonsense!” Rainbow slumped onto the counter, cradling her head in her hooves. “Help a friend out?”



“Aw, you don’t have to go to that mean ol’ hospital—that’s why I opened up this!” Pinkie motioned at the stall, replete with sugary wonders.



Rainbow’s head came up quickly, and she smiled through the stabbing pain behind her eyes. “Rad!” 



“Soooooo, what can I getcha?” Pinkie gestured expansively at her vast stocks of holistic remedies. “A Cherry Placebo Pie a la Mode, perhaps? Homeopathic Hazelnut De-lite? Ooooooo, maybe my Cupcake Curatives—” 



Dash waved a hoof irritably, putting Pinkie’s pitch on pause. “Naw, I gotta get the good stuff. This ‘many-guytis’ really threw me for a loop. I gotta get in shape for the Wonderbolt Tryouts!” Dash reared on her hind legs, shadow boxing the air for emphasis. “ASAP, yeah?”



“Ohhhh, a doozie, huh?” Pinkie Pie rubbed her chin in thought, tongue peeking slightly out of her mouth. Her hoof moved faster and faster when she suddenly stopped, face brightening instantly. “Oh! Okey-dokey, I’ve got juuuust the thing!”



She dived behind the counter; medical pastries flew as she delved into her stockpile. Dash heard a muffled Aha! and Pinkie popped back up into view, wheeling a stubby metal canister on a cart.



“It’s the latest from Flim Flam Herbal Pharmaceuticals,” Pinkie whispered conspiratorially.  “They call it giggle gas. It really works— I can’t stop laughing when I take it.”



“Laughing, huh? You sure that’s gonna help?” Dash prodded the canister dubiously. The wrapper peeled, curling slightly. Dash made out the words “NITROUS OXIDE” before Pinkie snatched it back up, firmly pressing the label back down.



“Oh, Dashie, don’t be a silly filly. It’s scientifically proven that laughter is the best medicine. Besides, it’s herbal—that’s how you know it’s good for you!” Seeing Dash hesitate, she offered the facemask. “Give it try!” 



Dash inspected the facemask critically, but eventually shrugged—it wasn’t in her nature to say no to a free sample. She pulled the mask over her muzzle and breaaaathed— 



Her lips quivered as she shifted weight back and forth. A little air escaped her tightly sealed muzzle. Pft.



Pfffffffft!



Dash bent over, eyes watering, tightly holding her sides as the guffaws ripped out of her. The headache seemed to fade away, and she felt like she was drifting away on fuzzy white clouds. “Pinkie, you’re a genius!” Dash exclaimed, patting her on the shoulder. “I can’t feel my face, but I feel like a million bits!”



“Another satisfied customer!” Pinkie danced a little jig as she led Dash to the register. “That’ll be twenty bits, please!”



Pinkie waved to the guffawing Dash as she trotted away, newly purchased canister rattling around on the cart behind her. Pinkie nodded to herself, content. Today, she’d done good—not just for herself, but for everypony.








Three weeks later, at the funeral, Pinkie sat with her friends and watched as Rainbow Dash’s casket was solemnly laid to rest. She glanced at Twilight Sparkle, who wore a carefully neutral expression.



“So…” Pinkie began.



“So,” Twilight replied, evenly.



“Encephalitis, huh.”



“Yep. Brain just swelled up.”



There was a pause in the conversation as Pinkie fiddled with her tail. Twilight continued in her even monotone, “Caused by an easily preventable bacterial infection I sent her to the hospital for.”



Pinkie rubbed her hooves together as the awkward pause grew. She finally looked up at Twilight, who continued to avoid eye contact. “I’m going to pony jail, aren’t I?” she asked, tearing up.



“Oh, yeah,” Twilight responded without missing a beat. “You’re glue.”
      

      
   
      Strange Aeons


      

      
      
         

Ting! Tang!

 

Celestia froze, turning as bells tinkled softly in the cavernous room. A gray unicorn stepped from concealing shadows, starry hat pulled low over his eyes.

 

“Starswirl! How—"

 

“This is a bad idea," he said grimly.

 

"It's all I can do!" Desperation strangled her voice.

 

"It is not." They matched stares, eyes hard. "She wouldn't thank you for this. You refuse to cut the root. Simplify. End it, Celestia."

 

"Do you know what you're asking?"

 

"Completely. You're strong enough. She could never match you, and the parasite hasn't changed that. How will she curse you, if others suffer in her place?"

 

"No, I…" Celestia turned, stained glass spilling chromatic wash across her coat. The gems before her sang softly from their pedestals.

 

"If you had pushed aside equivocation to act, your ponies would be safe. If you were decisive with Sombra—"

 

"If we had treated Sombra on his terms, we would be no better than him! This will not change that!" Her eyes flashed. "And you! You are out of place, where you should never be! How many jumps will you make, Chronomancer? Intruding, meddling, to sate your curiosity?"

 

"I'm unsure." Starswirl hesitated. "I'm not done yet. But this isn't about me."

 

"I will not kill my sister!" Celestia turned back to the Elements. "With these—"

 

"You can merely delay the problem. The timeline will decay, returning the crisis. They will not handle the parasite. Not for you."

 

"No." She grit her teeth. "No, there's more. My sister is still in there, still fighting."

 

His eyes narrowed, flashing. "Truly?"

 

In response Celestia seized his hoof, dragging him to the pedestals and shoving him at the blue gem. After a moment, he touched it. High, frantic whispers filled the room.

 

No, no, wait, help, please stop!

 

He yanked his hoof back, eyes wide.

 

"Truly. Help me. This can end with better than blood."

 

Starswirl sighed, rubbing his forehead.

 

"As you will, my Princess. Prepare; I will lure the Nightmare." Celestia nodded, swiftly gathering the gems. Starswirl began a spell, magic spinning from his horn in wisps and whorls. It moments, it was answered with stars.

 

"So, sister, I find you…" The vapor coalesced, firming into a mockery of Luna's beauty and elegance. "Hiding behind others still!" The Nightmare's cyan power slashed, barely deflected by Starswirl's skill. Celestia struggled, frantically fighting to bring all six Elements under control. The violence surged, thrust and counterthrust. She supported the magician as she could, but didn't dare divert attention from the trump she desperately needed.



"Starswirl!" Finally, her preparations were complete. All six gems sang under her sway, scintillating with repressed radiance. Nightmare Moon's eyes widened, worry showing as Celestia accomplished the impossible. There was a burst of chroma, crazed colors crackling in rainbow power, and the fight finished.

 

A fading scream and a scrap of fluttering cloth were left. Starswirl's eyes tracked the fragment, even as he fought to control his panting.

 

"No wonder you were so surprised to see me." He limped forwards, hooves crunching on shattered glass. Out the empty windows the moon vaulted skywards. A burst of light touched it, imprinting a dark visage, locked in morose contemplation of the planet. "You have delayed disaster by a millennia, when she marked with stars may aid Luna's escape from darkness. Or disaster will fall again, leaving you powerless to resist. Prepare desperately, Celestia."

 

"Wisdom from your research?" Celestia shakily released the stones.

 

"Time is a strange mistress." Starswirl raised the dropped rag. It shone with stars, gold needlework brilliant. A single bell tinkled. He doffed his cap, matching the ripped cloth to a seam. "It's said to heal all, but I see a surgeon's scalpel. It cures with cuts, separating us from who we were no less than death." There was blood on the fragment. "Yet perhaps your sister will use it well." 

 

"You can try—"

 

"Nothing seen can be unseen, nothing done undone. Such is the essence of time." He smiled grimly. "When we meet, Celestia, ages and ages hence, please do not pity me. I love my work, though it has served me poorly. Now even the sanctity of my death is denied." He jammed his hat back on rakishly, and looked to the sky. "But if Luna is redeemed… I deem it worthy." He saluted Celestia. "Be well, my Princess."

 

There was a pop, a puff of air, and she was alone.
      

      
   
      Blight


      

      
      
         While Angel and Tank were playing in the middle of Fluttershy’s cottage, Rainbow Dash had asked Fluttershy a question:



“Why do you still water that thing?”



It was a simple question, really, with  only seven short words. Rainbow had asked it distractedly, not expecting an answer. Her attention was on the pets and their merriment. Yet, setting the watering can aside, Fluttershy in the back room paused to ruminate on it. Why did she still water this thing?



The plant she watered was unremarkable in all respects. It sat on a windowsill alone in the back room of the cottage, where no passerby would be able to see it. She wasn’t sure exactly what kind of plant it was, but it was short with broad leaves. Most of its leaves were green with streaks down the middle. Some were dotted here and there with spots of soft grey fuzz.



That was what Rainbow Dash was referring to when she asked the question, presumably. Why she didn’t just throw the plant out. The plant had blighted, and it was more of a hassle to maintain the plant than to simply get a new one.



And she could just throw it out, safely dispose of it so that the blight wouldn’t spread to the rest of her plants. Keeping it would risk spreading it to her other plants, this she knew. A new plant would cost her a couple bits at Daisy’s Home and Garden, plus maybe another couple bits for a new pot.



This plant, however, she had to take care of. She needed to make sure that the water didn’t splash all over the leaves—the blight thrived in damp environments. Any leaf that showed signs of greying needed to be excised from the plant, and the trims she used to do so needed to be thoroughly washed after each use. Circulating air could kick up blight spores, letting it spread. Only powder from Zecora could combat the blight, and obtaining it wasn’t easy. It would be much easier to throw the plant out.



But that would feel wrong.



Fluttershy knew it was just a plant—but she couldn’t leave it just because it was weak. She knew what that felt like. And besides, she was perfectly capable of taking care of the plant, even if it was a hassle at times. If she didn’t take care of the blighted plant, then who else—?



A blue hoof came waving into Fluttershy’s view. Rainbow Dash had flown in from the other room.



“Hey,” said Rainbow. “Is something up?”



“Hm?”



“I asked you why you still water that thing, and you kind of just spaced out for a bit.”



“Ohh.” Fluttershy tapped her hoof against her chin. “Well, because it needs me, I suppose.”



Rainbow didn’t seem too happy with that answer—in fact, she might have been happier without any answer at all—but that was okay. With a smile, Fluttershy watered the plant again, carefully letting the water seep into the soil.
      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Unsolved Adventure


      

      
      
         It was the end and there was nothing she could do about it. Daring Do was going to die. She had to sacrifice herself to save the world.



A.K. Yearling gazed idly at her desk. On it was the unfinished manuscript for the newest Daring Do book. 'Daring Do and The Jewels of Death'. It was a fitting title for what would become her final adventure. She would end the story with Daring's "heroic sacrifice" and live out the rest of her days as A.K. Yearling. She started to write, recalling the events of the previous year.



"What are you going to do about me? You can't very well leave that in the story." The voice was a familiar one. But it was one that shouldn't be here, one that couldn't be here. She looked around, expecting to find the source. There wasn't one. It had to have been in her head. It had to. 



She continued to write. But thoughts of that pony poisoned her. Was she even really a pony? Was her ludicrous story true? It didn't sound true. But the garden and its wonders had been real. And she had seen the remains of what very well could have been a ship. A ship for traveling through realities as easily as a regular ship traversed oceans. The voice was right. She couldn't leave that in the story. Not even the most gullible foal would believe a story like that.



Daring Do was only passing through the mountains on her way to the hiding-place of the sacred Jewels of Death. Her only companion was a smallish violet pegasus who liked to tell tales. The two had set out at about the same time. Neither of them was native to the region. And both of them were searching for something lost.



Daring Do had seen all sorts of strange things on her adventures. But she had never seen anything like this. A pony who claimed to have come from the "far left corner" of the multiverse. She knew there was more than one universe. That wasn't the strange part. It was how this pony claimed to travel. With a huge, metal ship. How would a ship travel through universes anyway? You had to have a magic portal, and even with one of those, you could only travel a few universes over. Not thousands, like her companion claimed.



And strangely enough, she claimed that her ancestors were from Equestria. That she had went on this journey to reclaim something. Something precious. It was hidden away in a secret garden in the mountains.



A.K. thought back to the garden. Should she return to it? Could she return to it?



[I]It had been days and neither had reached their destination. The mountains were hard to navigate, even for the two pegasi. Suddenly, Daring's companion, Violet Shade gestured to a cave. 



"What's so special about that cave?" Daring asked.



"That's where I need to be. C'mon, you can trust me." The mare's sincerity could be seen on her smiling face. Daring followed her into the darkness... and suddenly, there was light. The walls of the cave glowed golden. Small enchanted lamps sprung to life as the two reached them. Eventually, they reached the end of the cave. There was a door, a huge, platinum door. It was covered in etchings of circles and  lines, like the lost letters of a long-forgotten language. Daring had no idea what they might mean, and frankly, didn't care. She was far more curious about what was on the other side. Violet reached out and put her hoof to the door. It swung open. And suddenly Violet was glowing...



A.K. Yearling stopped typing. She decided that she would in fact return to the garden. She needed to see this again, needed proof that any of it had really happened. She grabbed her journals from the expedition and left her house, bringing nothing else with her but a few thousand bits. This time, she wasn't going as Daring Do. Her days as Daring Do were over. 



She had left them behind in the garden.
      

      
   
      Discord's Best Medicine


      

      
      
         	One day, Fluttershy was making breakfast for herself and her cute little animals. She was feeling both drowsy and famished after going to Applejack's birthday party the previous day. Suddenly, as she was making a salad for Angel, she heard a knock at the door.



	"Who is it?"



	"It's *sniff* me, erm, ahem, *cough*, Discord."



	"Oh you poor thing! You sound sick! Come inside!"

	

	Fluttershy walked over to the door and opened it for a very sickly Discord. His face was red; not because he was blushing, but because he was sick.



	"Do you know what you're sick with?" Fluttershy asked as Discord walked in.



	"I, *achoo!*-"



	After Discord sneezed, he turned into a frog.



	"T-the problem is, every time I cough, sneeze, or hiccup, I turn into something else!"



	"That doesn't sound very good!" a concerned Fluttershy spoke. "Now lie down on my couch so I could find you some medicine."



	"But I don't need just-" Discord hiccuped and turned into an alligator.



	"-normal medicine," Discord continued.



	"Then what <i>do<i> you need?" asked Fluttershy.



	"I need the <i>best<i> medicine!" Discord exclaimed.



	Fluttershy realized that this would be a tough task...

<hr>

	As Discord was lying on Fluttershy's couch, coughing, sneezing, and transforming, Fluttershy was digging through her medicine cabinet to find Discord 'the best medicine'. She picked up a flask of blue liquid and flew over to Discord to show it to him.



	"How about this medicine?" asked Fluttershy. "It helps with coughing, sneezing, and sore throats."



	"This possibly can't be the best medicine!" Discord shouted. "This medicine is for rodents! Besides that, I don't <i>like<i> liquid medicine!"



	Fluttershy blushed. "For a second I thought that <i>this<i> was the best medicine, but..."



	Fluttershy's voice trailed off as she flew back to her medicine cabinet and put away the flask of blue liquid.



	"Oh, I can feel-"



	Discord coughed and turned into a rabbit. "Now I'm not trying to be rude, but I need to be cured! I don't need anypony else to catch such a disease!"



	"You're right, Discord. I guess I'll just have to look harder..."



	Fluttershy peered into a shelf of her medicine cabinet. Suddenly, her eyes lit up when she found a container of small, round, yellow capsules. She flew over to Discord to show him. Could these capsules possibly fulfill Discord's request of the title of so-called 'best medicine'?



	"Here Discord. These capsules help with belly aches and coughing."



	"Did you forget that I'm also-"



	Discord sneezed and turned into a snake.



	"-sneezing?"



	"Oh. I'm sorry," spoke Fluttershy.



	Fluttershy flew back to her medicine cabinet to attempt once more to find "the best medicine". "This is going to be very difficult..."

<hr>

	After about thirty minutes of searching for the so-called 'best medicine' Fluttershy finally gave up. She sighed as she flew over to Discord.



	"Did you find any other possible candidates for 'the best medicine'?"



	"No," replied Fluttershy. "I'm giving up and calling it a day. I just can't seem to find your so-called 'best medicine'. I guess I'm not a good friend for giving up."



	Suddenly, Fluttershy felt that lightbulb in her head light up. "I think I might have just found the best medicine!"



	"Ooh! Ooh!" an excited Discord spoke. "What is it?"



	"Zecora told me once that sometimes, the best medicine isn't actual medicine. It's in the form of friendship."



	"What's <i>that<i> supposed to mean?" a confused Discord asked. "Does that mean we have to spend more time together?"



	"That's not what she meant," Fluttershy replied. "What she meant is that sometimes a sympathetic hug of a good friend will cure magical diseases like this."



	Fluttershy walked over to Discord and gave him a big hug. Instantaneously Discord transformed back into a draconequis and no longer felt sick.



	"Oh, thank you Fluttershy! You finally found the best medicine!"



	"But I couldn't do so without your help."
      

      
   
      Mansions


      

      
      
         

Big Mac vowed to never visit another mare’s home. 



It had been unnecessary, in his mind. As if he would ever wander—as if any stallion in his place would ever even think of it. Still, for her he had made his vow, in front of his sister’s best friends in a small clearing beneath oak trees. 



That night he approached the great hill it sat upon, and a terror gripped him. Somepony would catch him. How could they not, for who had ever been seen approaching the gleaming white mansion, its age unknown? But she had given him explicit instructions and assured him secrecy if he followed them.



He passed the gate unnoticed. 



The lights were on inside, as if her house were silently inviting him. Big Mac remembered then how he, like any stallion, had wondered with vivid imagination what it was like inside that house—what it looked and smelled and felt like. He felt a strange excitement spread along his body and to the tips of his hooves. 



Before he was even halfway along the path he saw her. She had opened her door for him, and she stood there smiling so happily that he forgot all about how elegant and beautiful her home looked and what it would be like inside. He remembered he had made a vow to her, not her home, and an urge to be with her and make her happy overtook him, and he galloped the rest of the way until he was at the bottom of her stoop. They looked silently at each other as the moment seemed to hang in the night air, and then they went inside. 



Big Mac had never entered any mare’s home, and the look and the feel and the taste wrapped around him and made him drunk. There were many rooms, and she wanted to show them all to him, but they had the rest of their lives for that. This night they simply enjoyed each other’s company, talking and laughing and all the while somehow blending into one.



For a few weeks they had time only to themselves. But eventually their separate lives called, pinching and pulling at their ears, and Big Mac finally left. It was a strong pain that he felt, and he saw it in her eyes, and thought of it when he returned a few nights later. The light was once more on, and she once more waited for him at her doorway. 



This continued and continued. Sometimes she would wait for him, while others he would visit unannounced and knock on her door. As the years passed he grew intimately familiar with her home, all its rooms and hallways. He was allowed access to all of it, except for a lovely built balcony on the back, to which he was not allowed.  



Amidst the familiarity he began to find himself longing for the excitement he had felt that first night. He knew she felt the same. Sometimes he would knock and she would say to go away, she didn’t want a visitor tonight. Sometimes she would leave the lights on all night, looking out her window for him, and he would never come. Many nights he would visit and leave disappointed. 



He longed for that excitement, and it became a splinter in the back of his mind. Eventually, he began to notice gleaming blue mansion that sat next to the gleaming white one, and he began to wonder what it was like inside. 



He thought about it only a little at first, but then more and more. 



One day he thought of how he might get inside—not by knocking on the front door, certainly, but perhaps he might climb her back balcony and she would let him in? It wouldn’t quite count then, right?



Time passed, and he became very good friends with the blue mare, sister of the white one. 



And one night, while they were taking a walk together, they somehow found themselves at her home, and she led him up it. 



Big Mac felt an old excitement, and he felt the splinter remove itself. 



They went inside, and he saw how different and yet same it was. She even let him onto her back balcony, and he felt his senses melt and swim again like they hadn’t in years. 



He never really noticed the lights on in the white mansion, waiting for a pony who wouldn’t come. 
      

      
   
      Festinat ad Auxilium


      

      
      
         “Hey, Equestria to Rainbow. You all right, sug?”



I pull myself back from the hazy, disorienting, not-quite-torture of snoozetown. “Mmmuh?” I’m almost glad.



“Rainbow Dash,” says Rarity, “Applejack was just commenting on how you have been conspicuously absent.”



“Absent?” Absent means… away—not there. Like falling asleep at a picnic.



“I haven’t had to kick you out of my trees this past week. Wonderin’ where you’ve been off to.”



“Heh, guess I’ve just been… Not napping in your orchard.” I start to shrug, but my wings stop me. The hard wood had been hurting—clouds are so much softer, even if getting to them.…



“Obviously, Dashie!” chirps Pinkie Pie. “So where have you been napping?”



“I—what’s it matter?” Owie… no standing right now.



“There’s no reason to be defensive, darling. We’re simply curious.”



Right, curious. …Friends. Not that I need any of their concern or anything.



“Truth be told, Rainbow,” Applejack says, “been kinda lonely out there, w’thout you to shake things up a little.”



“Really?” She likes it when she has to buck me out of trees? I catch my eyes darting over to Twilight for a moment and I’m not sure why. “I didn’t know you…” Not important right now. “I’ve just been napping on clouds a lot instead, I guess.”



“Something wrong with my trees, is there?”



“No!” I say. Where would she get that idea? “It’s not—I mean… It’s me. I’ve been really sore lately and I can’t get comfortable. So… yeah, clouds. They’re, well, softer?” Now I feel dumb, saying it like a question.



“You said you’d have tea with me the other day, and you didn’t show up. I thought I might have, um, confused the date, but when I checked… Well, were you… um, sleeping?”



Ponyfeathers, I completely forgot about that. “Fluttershy, I… Well…” Nope, I’m not gonna lie about this one. “Yeah, I think I was. I’m really sorry.”



“And she hasn’t gone pranking with me in, like, forever! You feeling okay, Dashie?”



Oh, Pinkie.



“Is something the matter, darling?”



“You’ve barely touched your sandwich…”



“Shoot, sugarcube, you can talk to us.”



How can I tell them that I feel like a brick, heavy and brittle? Like my wings have rusted hinges for joints? That my naps are black pits with roiling fragments of shadowy dreams that I can’t quite hang on to? That even now I just want to curl up and sleep until my body fixes itself from being too tight, even if it’s only made things worse?



The only thing that feels good right now is the warming glow of sunlight on my back.



“It’s like… It’s like I have a cold or something, but without a cold. I’m sore everywhere, all the time, even…” I rub my tummy. Inside. “And my head hurts… But no fever or runny nose or anything.”



“Ohmygoodness… really, Rainbow Dash?”



“Well, I probably made it seem worse than it is, but—”



“Shoot, sugar, all you need is to drink more water.”



“Huh?” I stare at Applejack.



“Water, y’know? Keep hydrated!”



As if I hadn’t thought of that. I’m an athlete, after all! “Uh, yeah, I kind of have been—”



“Or,” Twilight chimes in, “it could be a vitamin or mineral deficiency. Potassium, for instance. Has your diet changed much lately, Rainbow?”



I try to remember. “I don’t really—”



“That’s true,” Fluttershy adds. “A change in diet could have a significant effect on your well-being. Especially with, um,” her cheeks redden, “with how much you train, I mean.”



“I still think water’s the way to go,” Applejack repeats.



“Sore muscles demand attention, darling. I insist you join me at the spa. I’m sure we can make an appointment this very afternoon.”



“Uhh,” I say, “really, I—”



“Ooh, I could throw you—”



“Not a party, dear, didn’t you hear she has a headache?”



“—could make you a batch of super-special get-better cupcakes!”



“If we determine which vitamins have been lacking, we could add those to…”



“I could, um, make her something to eat, after. That is, if—”



“With a tall glass of water!”



“After a massage, naturally!”



Their voices are getting loud enough that it hurts. I curl up around myself, covering my ears against… against their… their really loud voices. …There’s a word for that. My neck aches as it flexes.



It’s great how my friends are so eager to help.
      

      
   
      Quackery


      

      
      
         “Flim and Flam,” said Twilight Sparkle, staring angrily at the two salesponies nonpareil. “You have been banned from selling your discredited Miracle Curative Tonic across Equestria. Yet it has come to our attention that you continue to promote your quack medicine. Would you explain why you are violating a royal edict?”



“We would be delighted,” said Flim.



“We thank you for the opportunity to clarify this,” said Flam.



“I’m listening.”



“Well,” said Flim, “although our tonic had many satisfied customers…”



“And was used to treat a huge range of ailments.”



“With no harmful side effects.”



“We realized that our business was not sustainable in the long term.”



Applejack gritted her teeth. “On account of it being totally bogus and now illegal.”



“But we are aware that there are many ponies in Equestria who do not trust conventional medicine.”



“So, to cater for this market, my brother and I have retrained.”



“And we are now qualified practitioners of homeopathy.”



“We can assure you that there is not a drop of our tonic—”



“—or any legal or illegal drugs—”



“—in the products we now sell. Thus we operate in full compliance with the law.”



Twilight’s irises turned to red and the hairs at the end of her mane starting smoking. “Homeopathy is the stupidest, most bogus, fraudulent pseudo-scientific sham treatment ever devised!”



“It is a holistic medicine used to treat a huge range of acute and chronic conditions.”



“Care to explain how that works?” said Applejack.



“From the principle of ‘like cures like’. A substance which causes harmful symptoms can cure the same if taken in small doses. So we take a sample of, say, arsenic, and follow a serial dilution process—mix with a thousand parts water, shake, add a drop to another thousand parts water, shake again, and repeat—the more times the more potent the medicine.”



“So you’re left with basically just water?”



“But the water retains the memory of the substances it has been mixed with.”



“Water has a memory!” shouted Pinkie. “Oh my gosh! Just think of all the secrets we shared at the spa! Do you think we can trust it to keep quiet?”



“Relax Pinkie,” said Twilight. “Water does not have a memory. That would defy everything we know about physics and chemistry. That theory is a load of horseshit.” 



“Does the water remember the horseshit it has met in the sewer?” 



“Your homeopathic so-called remedies,” said Twilight to the defendants, “are so dilute that you would have to drink a volume the size of Equestria to swallow a single molecule of the original substance.”



“That’s pretty difficult to swallow,” said Pinkie.



“Well, just suppose what we have here is no more than simple sugar pills…” Flim help up a bottle of tablets for everypony to see.



“Hypothetically...”



“Theoretically…”



“The fact remains that as our business is alternative medicine it is not covered by the regulations.”



“So we are operating in a completely legal way.”



 “Hang on a minute!” Pinkie Pie walked up the Flim. She slapped his hoof sending a spray of pills flying out of the bottle. She opened her mouth and stretched out her tongue to catch then all.



“Pinkie!” cried Rarity. “Don’t do that! An overdose could be dangerous.”



“Not for a medicine which literally contains no active ingredient,” said Twilight.



“Yeah,” said Rainbow. “And if, as they said, it gets more potent with more dilution, to overdose, you would have to take none at all.”



“If anypony is selling sugar products and performing incomprehensibly unscientific feats in Ponyville,” said Pinkie. “I want to check out the competition.”



She looked at Flim and Flam shaking her head. “And these two are amateurs. Those pills had no flavor at all. If anypony has a health problem they want to treat in a ridiculous non-scientific way, shown to be no more effective than a placebo, they should come to Sugar Cube Corner, where they can have cupcakes and sugary drinks made from water infused with happy memories, and they can listen to me talking any amount of non-scientific nonsense, and get free hugs.”



Twilight smiled. “That’s a great suggestion Pinkie. By royal decree Sugar Cube Corner shall henceforth be the licensed seller of homeopathic medicine in Ponyville. Provided you promise that if you meet a pony with any real medical problem you will send them straight to the hospital.”



“Cross my heart and hope to fly, stick an overdose-of-sugar-pills-containing-a-statistically-insiginificant-trace-of-arsenic in my eye.”
      

      
   
      A Doctor's Choice


      

      
      
         Whoever designed the Canterlot Academy of Medical Sciences main building seemed determined to make students feel as small as possible. Apple Bloom felt she was skulking through its vast corridors and arched ceilings, but kept her head as high nonetheless, despite the building being empty. She glanced at the board with her test grades, hoping to get some confidence. It failed, but made her sure that she belonged there.



Director Causal Nexus’ office was at the back, the large Gothic door dwarfed by the nearby window. She knocked timidly, but the sound still echoed through the halls.



“Come in,” said a neutral voice, and she made her way inside.



The office walls were lined with awards and bookshelves. At the center, like a wizened queen in her throne room, sat the pony who could decide her destiny.



“Miss Apple, I presume? Please sit down.” She motioned to a luxurious chair across from her mahogany desk. “Had a hard time getting here?”



“No, ma’am, the instructions were clear.”



“Good, good. Now, explain to me why you want this scholarship.”



“CAMS is the top school in Equestria, home to the greatest doctors, and source of uncountable–”



“Yes, I know the speech. But why are you here?”



The look in her eyes was like her sister’s; nothing but honesty would do here.



“My parents died thanks to incompetent doctors. I don’t ponies going through what I did, and for that I must be the best.”



Nexus smiled. “Good, direct and to the point! So you want to help ponies?”



“More than anything.”



Nexus sat in silence, her eyes boring into Apple Bloom, making her feel like a protozoa under a microscope. She was about to interrupt, when Nexus leaned forward.



“I am willing to sponsor you, but I don’t think I should. It might be better for you go elsewhere.”



Apple Bloom leaned in indignantly. “Wait a minute, Ah got top marks! Ah belong in the best institution.”



Nexus rubbed her eyes, and sighed. “Miss Apple, grab me my diploma.”



She searched the walls, filled with framed, official looking papers. “Which one?”



Nexus smiled. “The yellowed one to your left.”



Apple Bloom grabbed it apprehensively, handling cautiously the yellowed, poorly framed paper. Age surely hadn’t been kind to it.



“Now, you see where that came from?”



“The Fillydelphia Institute of Medical Care? Wait, you are not from CAMS?”



“Oh, heavens no. My family was poor, and I wasn’t nearly as bright as you’re. FIMC was nearby, and I could be accepted and still make ends meet.”



Apple Bloom tried mulling over that information. She knew she was missing something crucial. “So, you are saying that FIMC is just as good as CAMS?”



“By Celestia no, I hated that place! Professors wouldn’t shut up about clinical etiquette, effective triage, or diagnosing common afflictions, while my mind was on complex, merely theoretical concepts. I cared only for the diploma, not the education, and I spent those years coasting tests while cramming neurology, cardiology, and traumatic thaumatology. I graduated just fine, suffered through the hellish years of residence, and found myself free. My career took off after that, and you can see where I got.”



“I’m sensing a but…”



“It’s because I’m not sure I was right. Of course, I’m proud of my achievements, and I believe my choices made Equestria a better place. However, while I’m not the kind of person able to thrive on those ambients, other might be. And those, just maybe, will end up happier, better doctors there than on a place like CAMS.”



Causal Nexus stood up, trotting to stay by her side. “You’re at a crossroad. Stay here where it’s safe, or go with my blessing to a more compassionate place, explore the unknown I couldn’t, maybe discover things others never dreamed of. I know you don’t have much time to decide, what with classes starting in a couple of weeks, but you might regret doing nothing for all your life.”



Apple Bloom sat in silence, shutting off everything around her. She had worked so hard, why doubt herself now? 



“Say I don’t like it somewhere else… could I be accepted back?”



“I can freeze your acceptance for one year, but not more than that. Just say a name, and they will get a letter of recommendation on the same day. But now, go home. You studied hard, now you have some thinking to do.”



Apple Bloom walked out the office, but didn’t close the door.
      

      
   
      Empathy


      

      
      
         They were a band called ‘The Best Medicine.’ They sang about all kinds of sappy stuff: heartbreak, grief, betrayal, and various other emotions that poets and authors loved to wax on about for whole books at a time. I didn’t own any of their stuff: none of my sweaters, hats, or earphones had a little crimson potion bottle adorning them. I wasn’t an outward fan of groups like that, they were too personal: too out-there.



I sat on the ridiculously uncomfortable plastic ‘cushion,’ and stared down at the fat, red F+ slapped upon my latest attempt at passing Equestrian Literature 101. I felt detached, like that was some other foolish mare’s grade staring up at me. Like I wasn’t going to have to drop the class for the third time. Like I wasn’t, at heart, a failure. And though I wasn’t real big on sappy, emotional music, The Best Medicine was the only thing keeping me steady just then.



~I keep on tryin’, tryin’, tryin’~

~But it’s all for nothin’, nothin’, nothin’~

~Oh, I’ve got nothin’ to show for all this effort~

~(And nothing’s all I’m meant to be)~



The final, whispered line really socked me in the chest. But I didn’t want to rip out the earbud, or turn off the music. I wanted to be in my room with my speakers, blasting it even louder. Because that’s what I felt, just then. I felt like a black, diseased numbness was spreading through me: weighing down my hooves, squeezing my chest, and draining the world of its color. And for a moment, it felt like the singer was feeling it with me.



I don’t remember leaving the class, but, next thing I knew, I was stumbling out into the darkened skies with the rain plastering my mane to my face.








The Best Medicine was playing quietly in the background, while I sat on the floor of my room and stared around at the space I’d worked in for so many long nights. The feeling of hopelessness had settled snugly around me, wrapping me in a cocoon of bleakness. 



My door rattled in its frame a few times. I didn’t have the energy to turn around: could barely muster up the strength to mumble, “Not a good time.”



I heard a key scraping in the lock, and I felt the blackness dig a little deeper into my thoughts. Her, then. 



A presence entered quietly into the room. That’s all I could detect of her movements: a presence. There was no discernible sound as she sat down beside me: only the feeling that I was no longer quite alone.



~But when you’re feelin’ dow-haa-own~

~You gotta turn arow-haa-ound~

~And let your friends help you off the grou--!~



My stereo flicked off, silencing my least favorite medicinal track. My horn’s soft glow went out. I couldn’t stand their bullshit happy endings, just then.



Silence persisted for a few moments. Then, “Did I ever tell you what my first test grade was, in University?”



I turned a bit, to glance at her out the corner of my eye. I didn’t have the energy to get her out of my room, away from the blackness inside me. So I frowned slightly, and said, “No.”



My voice was a wispy rasp. I didn’t remember crying. She didn’t seem at all surprised by it, or my answer.



	“I received twelve points, out of a possible fifty. It was the physics midterm, one of the biggest tests of the semester.” She smiled sadly. 



“I spent the rest of the day in my room, crying my eyes out. I thought I’d never understand velocities and projectiles; I thought my life was over. I lost faith in myself.”



She shuddered slightly. I met her eyes, and saw a little bit of the my darkness reflected there. 



	“I know it hurts, Vinyl,” she said quietly, “I know what it’s like to fail, to give up. I can’t tell you everything’s going to be alright. But I can tell you this: you’re not alone. I’ll be here with you, whatever happens next.”



I held her gaze for a long time, and didn’t ask her to leave. Instead, I focused my thoughts on the radio, and switched it over to her favorite song. 



Empathy, by The Best Medicine, started up. And, together, we shared the bleakness, the darkness. It didn’t go away, or grow lighter.



But, somehow, I found it so much easier to bear.
      

      
   
      Between Adventures


      

      
      
         It was a warm summer afternoon in Ponyville. Soft, fluffy clouds lazily meandered overhead and the distinctive giggles of a certain pink pony could be heard wafting up from the lake shore where she was undoubtedly cavorting with a number of small foals. It was the perfect opportunity to rest and relax or generally enjoy the company of friends.



And so it was most unusual on this day to find a pony off by themselves lying on a grassy knoll just above the lake, staring up at a sky that contrasted quite harshly with their mood. More unusual still was to find that the pony in question was a rather distinctive blue pegasus. 



Rainbow Dash was neither lazing nor napping on this day, though to some it might appear otherwise. There were no storms to be prepared, no skies to be cleared. No hydras threatened and no evil king that time had forgotten was poised to throw the world into chaos. At the moment she was in between adventures and though the sun wrapped her tightly in its warm embrace she found herself unable to succumb to its affections. So her eyes remained locked on the clouds as they danced to a tune few others could hear.



The only warning that her relative seclusion was ending were a few soft hoofsteps in the grass before a large brown hat swallowed her view. “Hey there sugarcube. Why the long face?” 



Rainbow pushed the stetson out of her eyes with one hoof to glance over at where Applejack had thrown herself on the ground beside her. The usual band that contained her mane had been removed to let the sopping mess sprawl across the grass. She lay with eyes closed, legs extended to all sides, letting the sun slowly pull the moisture from her body.



With a sigh she dropped the hat back over her eyes. “I've been thinking AJ...”



“Must hurt somethin’ awful.” Applejack broke in with a snort. 



“Ugh - I’m being serious here!” The hat hit Applejack in the nose but did nothing to diminish her grin. “We've been fighting monsters and stuff for years now and, ya know, it’s never been easy but we knew what we were supposed to do. 



“But this Council of Friendship stuff. I mean, what are we supposed to do - tell everypony to get along? We have this huge castle from the Tree of Harmony, which is awesome and all, but are we supposed to treat every little fight among ponies as a ‘Crisis of Friendship’?”



Applejack plopped her stetson over her eyes before replying. “Ah dunno Dash. To be honest I don’t rightly feel up teh the task. Lookit me. Five years ago I was jus’ running a farm. Now we’re workin’ hoof-in-hoof with a princess teh help everypony. We can’t know where this is gonna take us. Jus’ gotta put one hoof in front of the other and roll with the bucks.”



“That’s the other thing. We almost didn't make it against Tirek. Who’s to say next time won’t be too much for us? What if there’s more of them or we’re not strong enough or I’m too slow or...” Sitting up with a sigh her eyes fell to rest on the grass before continuing. “I just… I don’t want to lose any of you.”



A slow chuckle escaped AJ’s lips and her emerald eye sparkled where it peaked out from under the rim of her hat. “Shucks sugarcube. I didn't know ya cared.”



Dash shot her a dirty look but she continued. “In all seriousness Rainbow, ah’ve thought about it myself. Ain’t none of us wanna kick it but we’re fightin the good fight - an it needs fightin.”



“But what if- ”



“Ain't no two ways about it Rainbow. You can’t run forward if yer too anxious to take a step. Ah know yer worried, but if ah was gonna go ah’d want y’all to have as much to remember me by as you could. Now giddy up, sugarcube. The others are waitin.” Standing up, Applejack took a few steps before turning to look expectantly at Dash.



A small smile played at the lips of the of the blue pony as she looked toward the lake where her friends had stopped to look up at the pair. 



“You’re right AJ. Hey, race you to the water. Threetwoone go!”
      

      
   
      Astral Rift


      

      
      
         James stumbled into Celestia’s great hall. He fell to his hands and knees in front of the throne. Panting, he wiped the sweat from his brow. Attempting to rise to his feet, he curled over coughing then collapsed on the stone-cold floor. He lay on his back taking shallow breaths as a shadow blocked out the light from above. 



“James?” asked Celestia in a soft voice. 



“Please…” James whispered in a hoarse voice. "The calendars appear blank, the clocks have no hands, and all I have left is a fading family photo." 



“There is no way to send you back. We’ve been over this before,” Celestia said. 



“There must be something.” James slowly rose to his feet. He used the stonewall to steady himself. 



Luna stepped forward. “Should we tell him?” she asked Celestia. 



“We can’t, you know—” 



“Tell me what?” James stifled a cough. “Please, I-I’m dying.” 



Celestia turned to Luna and gave her a slight nod. “The circumstances… are unique…” 



“I’ll do my best to explain.” Luna paused, looking him in the eyes. “James, you are dying—but not in the way you think. Equestria isn’t a planet like where you come from. It’s a plane of existence floating through the ether. 



“When Equestria is near another world, the essence of passing beings are brought to Equestria where it merges with the unborn; they are born again, in a new life.” 



James ran a hand through his long greasy hair. As impossible as it sounded, he was in a place that gave impossible a broader meaning. “So… you are saying I’m going to be… like you. A pony?” 



Luna shook her head solemnly. 



“So I could become anything—a dragon, a changeling, a—” Luna raised a hoof to silence him. 



“No. Your species has some unique properties. You aren’t physically here. Your body still resides on your world. It seems your soul has left your body. Somehow you haven’t passed over. Something is keeping your body alive, but the further we drift from your world, the bigger toll it will take on your memories.” 



James pulled his wallet out of his reduced-to-rags suit. A single tear ran down his face as he stared at the fading photo inside. His two kids, if only he could see their faces would he remember their names. 



He knew what it meant. He knew that once Equestria moved on, he would too. All that would remain would be an empty husk on life support. 



“There must be something. Anything,” James pleaded. “You don’t understand. My kids… I want to see them grow. My wife, oh God I miss her.” James slid down the wall clutching his stomach. 



“Coming to Equestria is a one-way trip. Normally, you’d be born again with no memory of your past life.” Celestia bowed her head to show her condolence. 



“Sister, maybe we can help him.” Luna and Celestia walked a few paces away speaking in whispers. 



“Are you sure?”  



Luna nodded. “It’s the only way, the only cure.” She returned to James, who managed to stand upright again. “This is the only way you’ll get to see your family again, but I’m not sure it’s what you’d want.” 



“Yes, whatever it is, yes. I’m forgetting them—this picture is all I have left of me!” 



Luna nodded, casting away any apprehension. “Look at the picture,” Luna instructed. “Good, now think real hard about your family and only your family. Let me know when you get a clear picture.” 



James concentrated with everything he had. He struggled through the fuzz in in his head, but he managed to get a decent memory of them. “Okay.” 



“Good.” Luna’s horn light up. “Now, remember your old life, and the things you did.” 



It was hazy at first, but soon the memories trickled in. As more memories returned, the easier it got for James to focus. 



“I got him aligned to his body best I can, Tia. I can’t hold this much longer.” Luna’s voice strained as she focused on holding the spell. 



Celestia took a step forward, lighting up her horn. “Sleep,” she said softly, and James’ arms went slack. “Now, Luna.” 



Both Celestia’s and Luna’s auras surrounded James, keeping him upright. His body became rigid. His dirty skin turning a shade of grey. 



“Forever in your dreams. Forever shall you be with them,” Luna said as James’ body and texture matched the wall of the castle. “And of stone, time can't ravage.” 
      

      
   
      Through The Fire And Flames


      

      
      
         "I can't go to school, ma," Blue Oyster mumbled from underneath the covers.  "I feel like I'm burning up."



Her mother gripped the comforter in one hand and threw it back, for the sole purpose of cleverly demonstrating that this was an Equestria Girls fic, and tut-tutted maternally. "Well, that's because you're on fire, dear."



Blue walked over to the bathroom mirror and looked at her blue skin and her poofy purple hair.  The latter was unaffected both by gravity and bed-head.  The former was a fetching shade of teal.  Her birth name was actually Mossy Clam, and with every day she was appreciating more and more having renamed herself as an act of teenage rebellion.  



Also, her mom was right.  The fire didn't hurt her, though.  They were old friends.



"Get dressed, dear," Mom said.  "The school cannon fires in four seconds."



"But what if it's contagious?  I don't want to set anything on fire —"



There was a loud thump.  Blue screamed as she hurtled through the air, crash-landing on the roof of the schoolmansion and setting it on fire.  Her phone dinged.  "Then go see the school nurse, dear," Mom texted.



Blue walked to Vice-Princess Luna's office.  She doubled as the school nurse when she was feeling sexy enough to play dress-up in her long stockings, short skirt, and skin-hugging white top.  She was also a real doctor, and graduated at the top of her class.  She had merely made career choices that allowed her to combine her dual loves of intellectual stimulation and gratuitous fanservice.  Blue told herself, not for the first time, that that made her fantasies okay.



"Luna?" Blue asked.



"One second," Luna said, her attention on Snips and Snails, who were tied to the operating table in front of her, which definitely didn't double as anything else during off hours.  "What am I going to do with you two troublemakers?  The roof, the roof, the roof is on fire, and it's spreading to the disco."



"We didn't start it!" Snails protested.



"Luna? I'm on fire."



The three of them stopped and looked at Blue.



"Yeah, I'd fall into her ring of fire, if you know what I mean," Snips whispered to Snails.



Luna frowned.  "Blue Oyster, if you tell me that you're burning for me, so help me, I'm going to —"



"No, ma'am.  I woke up this morning like this."



"Oh," Luna said, relaxing.  "Well, that's different then."  She put on a pair of sexy reading glasses, crossed her legs, and flipped through a convenient book.  "That's just Sudden Incomprehensible Protagonist Syndrome."



"What's the best medicine for it?" Blue said, with subtle emphasis.



"The best medicine?" Luna said in the trademark voice she occasionally used.  "Well, if you want to not be a protagonist any more, the best thing to do is to fall into a plot hole."



"Where do I find one of those?"



"Oh, it should be easy.  Just check the M.A. Larson wing."



Blue made her way there, in a grand adventure that spanned weeks and earned her the enduring friendship of all of the Elements of Harmony and taught her valuable life lessons and turned her into a princess, all of which was cut for space.



She was still on fire, though.



"Look!" Rainbow Dash pointed into the distance.  "It's the Cowbell of Destiny!"



Blue gasped, sprinted past the traps, dodged the assassins, and redirected the fanboys toward Vice-Princess Luna.  She reached out for the instrument.  



"You can do it!" Pinkie Pie cheered.



She did it.  The other students, plus Twilight Sparkle and Spike, cheered.  They threw a parade in her honor.  She banged the cowbell over her head, and the flames were extinguished like the convenient plot device they were.



"Well, I'm glad that's over with," Blue sighed.  "I mean, really, I've been on fire for weeks now."



Twilight Sparkle raised an eyebrow.  "Seriously?  You should have died weeks ago."



Blue Oyster fell into the plot hole, screaming.



Twilight Sparkle looked around.  "Where are we, girls, and how come I feel like we just went on a weeks-long quest for some stupid cowbell?"



Applejack shrugged.  "I dunno."



"Me, either," Rarity said.  "Fro-yo?"



"Sounds good to me," Fluttershy whispered.



So they all went out for dessert.
      

      
   
      The Flu Blues


      

      
      
         It had started out as such a nice day. Had it not been for a certain draconequus, it would still be one. Instead, Rarity couldn’t enjoy the sun overhead or the soft grass underneath her. She couldn’t even muster up the will to worry about grass stains on her coat.



There was a sound like lotion emptying into a half-clogged sink from beside her. “How you feelin’, Rares?” said Applejack.



Rarity groaned. She had almost been able to put some of the minor troubles out of mind. Now they all came flooding back. “I ache everywhere, I have zero energy, and I’m so congested that it feels like my horn’s going to pop.” She considered a fetlock. “Oh, and I’m an atrocious shade of blue. Aside from that, I’m just dandy. Yourself?”



“‘Bout the same, save for the part with the horn.” Applejack sneezed. “Least we ain’t launchin’ ourselves every time that happens anymore.”



“True.” Rarity sniffled as daintily as she could, which she had to admit wasn’t very. “We are going to get Discord for this. Somehow.”



“Yeah.” Applejack sighed. “You know, the blue works for you. You were already a little blue to begin with.”



“That’s sweet of you to say, but trust me, blue works best for me as an ah… ah… ACCENT!” Rarity groaned. This wasn’t fashionably dishabille. This was just a wreck.



“If you say so,” said Applejack. “But look at me. Whoever heard of a blue Apple? Zap apples excepted.”



What could Rarity say to that? “True.”



“Heya girls!”



Rarity looked up into a smiling face behind a hermetic seal. “Pinkie, weren’t we supposed to return those biohazard suits to the florist sisters when we were through with them?”



Pinkie Pie nodded. “And then I got my own for disease emergencies.” She leaned down and looked from one sick pony to the other. “Now, my Plan A won’t work, because I probably shouldn’t take my Element out of the Tree, and I’m not really sure if I can. Even if I could, it probably won’t work without the others, though Twilight says Sunset Shimmer got one to in that weird monkey world. Plan B is out, ‘cause I don’t have anything that has that funky rainbow effect like that spool of rainbow thread you have, Rarity.”



Applejack gave a tired sigh. “Pinkie Pie, what the hay are you talking about?”



“Pinkie,” said Rarity, “I think I understand what you were thinking, Celestia help me—“



“Ooh, do you think she will? She’d probably appreciate one last letter.”



Rarity did her best to ignore the railway workers that were pounding spikes into her skull. “My point, Pinkie, is that it’s just a proverb. Laughter isn’t actually going to help us get any better. Not even elemental Laughter.”



“Oh.” Pinkie frowned for a moment, then shrugged it off. “Oh well. Plan D it is, then!” She zipped off.



“Is it just me,” said Applejack, “or did she skip Plan C?”



“We probably don’t want to know what it was, then.”



“Probably.”



The pair of mares just sat there for a while, the silence broken only by the occasional sneeze or cough. Rarity felt herself slip back into that tranquil state where everything wasn’t quite so bad, and her eyes drifted shut.



“I’m back!”



Rarity sighed. It had been nice while it had lasted. “Hello, Pinkie.”



“What am I?” said a scratchy voice. “Chopped alfalfa?”



Rarity opened her eyes. Sure enough, Pinkie wasn’t alone. “Rainbow Dash?” Rarity glared as best she could. “So nice of you to join us again.”



Dash grimaced. "Yeah. It was lame of me to bail on you guys. But that was when it was Discord. You're my friends, and I'm gonna stick by you."



Applejack either coughed or cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t you be suited up, Rainbow?”



“Nope!” said Pinkie, “Dashie’s the best possible nurse for you two!”



Rarity and Applejack looked at one another, then at Dash. As one, they said, “How?”



“You sillies! She’s immune to the blue flu!”



Rarity took a deep breath, through her mouth, as that was the only real option. “Pinkie, that’s very sweet, but none of us had even heard of the blue flu an hour ago. How could Rainbow Dash possibly be immune?”



Pinkie gave her an incredulous look, then sighed. “Poor thing. You’re so sick, it isn’t obvious to you. She’s immune because she’s already blue!”
      

      
   
      A Crown for the Princess Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         The day I first was crowned, I sang a song,

A cry of joy, and wonder, and surprise,

And Pinkie Pie ran parties all night long;

We sang and danced and drank until sunrise.

It was a joyful time, that much was true,

And never would I cast doubt on that fact.

Yet still I wonder how I had no clue

That all would end, and perfect world be cracked.

If I had known back then, would I have laughed?

Would I have sung in joy? Would I have played?

Or would I turn and run, and with spellcraft

Attempt to unmake wings that I had made?

        It matters not “what if”. What’s done is done.

        ‘Tis easier to see in morning sun.







‘Tis easier to see in morning sun

Mistakes we make in darkness of the night.

‘Tis harder, then, to fix what we have done:

We must act fast if we’re to make things right.

And if we stumble in the dark and fall,

And cannot by ourselves stand up again,

Then it seems clear that we must learn to crawl

And keep on moving: just ignore the pain.

Of course it hurts to leave the past behind,

But pain will not stop Time’s demanding march.

Unless we learn to crawl, we soon will find

That we’ll be left, and in our pain be parched.

        One day this pain will stop; I’ll leave these tombs.

        Is it not said that Time will heal all wounds?







Is it not said that Time will heal all wounds?

Will not the march of time cure any ill?

I do so hope that Time will not exhume

Those friends I’ve lost



Lost



Please



Why them?



They’re still so young.



Why can’t you bring them back to me?



No



NO



Stop, please



I do not want to think about this pain



This loss



This grief







Why me?



Why couldn’t I join them?



I tried to sink into the ocean, where my breath would be pulled from my body by the weight of all the water. I would rather die at sea than let my subjects watch their Princess fall



Fall



Please



I want to fall



I want to die



I am alone



Forever



Always



Why?







I am alone



Forever, always.



Why? Why can I not just see them once again? Why can’t I find some spell, some magic I could use to bring them back, and end this pain of loneliness, this curse of ageless life, this unforgiving, brutal march of Time that takes from us the things we value most and never gives them back



These friends of mine



My Fluttershy is gone



My Applejack is gone



My Rarity,



My Pinkie Pie,



My Rainbow Dash,



My Spike



I would go back and save them all from Time



If only I knew how







I just



Please



Bring them back to me



I don’t know what to do



Why me?



Why me? I don’t know what to do. Why me?



Why me? Why must I live? Why must they die? 







I need to join my friends.



That’s all I want: to see them one last time, to pray and beg and plead for them to take me, too, for I have lived too many years and now, at last, I’ll sleep.



But rest is earned, not owed. Time will not give to me the rest I crave unless I keep

On crawling. Now I know what must be done

To see my friends: I need to smile and give,

Be honest, brave and kind to everyone.

I do still wish that they could truly live,

        But how could I have known it would go wrong

        The day I first was crowned?



                                                   I sang a song.
      

      
   
      Like Draconequi and Rabbits


      

      
      
         “Fluttershy, ready for our most predictably unpredictable party? I’ve brought you —”



The smoke of my arrival clears and I see just a bunch of scared, dumb animals — I mean, lovable critters making way for my daffodil brass band; my yellow friend is nowhere to be seen. How unkind of her, she knew I was coming!



I sigh and, sending the flowers back to their beds, cross the bridge towards Fluttershy’s cabin. Staying angry with her is harder than tearing my ears off. Before knocking, I look around; the animals are skittish, keeping distance, and I hope Fluttershy won’t blame me for…



“Ouch!”



I stop playing with my ear and put it back before looking down; there he is, the devilish white furball ironically named Angel, his foot still up after a kick.



“If you want to pick a fight with me…”



His ears twitch, and I take a step back; that varmint is planning something. He starts to gesticulate towards the door. I keep my eyes on him as I set foot on the sill, which almost costs me my head when the upper half of the door burst open, passing but a whisker away.



“I told you to be quiet!” Her green irises almost cover her eyes when she sees me, ice-blue hair whipping around her cream-colored face. “You! Go away, Fluttershy can’t see you right now.”



My eyes lock on her white headband, and the cross in it. Oh, poo, that is Nurse Snowheart. And if she is here… “Look, I’m sorry I turned you into a living snowpony when I took over Ponyville. That won’t happen again, scout’s honor. Now, nurse, I need to see Fluttershy.” Flashing her my best smile, I add, “Please?”



I must have frozen her too well if not even my smile can thawn her. “No, you can’t. Fluttershy has just a cold, she will be fine after she gets some rest. If you could…”



Our eyes meet, and her hoof inches towards her temple. “She will want to see you when she wakes up, won’t she?” Yes, nopony can resist my lovable yellow eyes.



I’m opening my mouth to answer when I feel something clinging to my leg. Oh, crud. “Can the little furball come too? Inexplicably Fluttershy loves him.”



She nods, and opens the door. “But you have to promise to keep quiet. I’m leaving as soon as I give Fluttershy her cold medicine. She said she had some in her bathroom —”



The little bunny-shaped devil leaps towards the bathroom, turning mid-jump to blow a raspberry. 



“Oh, no, you don’t,” I say, running after him.



His headstart allows Angel to reach the cabinet and bottle first, the little cheater. I tackle him; he holds fast to the medicine bottle.



“I’ll take that,” I say as I lift the bottle with the hanging furball in front of my face. Not one to miss a chance at mischief, he kicks my nose. “Ouch! You little —”



His kick makes the little furball lose his grip, the sudden jerk sending the bottle spinning through the air, passing just over the medicine cabinet, closer and closer to the ground...



“What are you thinking?” asks Snowheart, catching the bottle in a desperate dive.



“I just…”



Fluttershy’s voice comes from somewhere outside the bathroom. “Discord?”



Forgetting our previous quarrel and the nearby nurse I leave the bathroom, Angel trying to overtake me, and race up the stairs. Fluttershy is in her bed, and her face melts into a smile as she sees us. I take her hoof in my claws. “Yes, Fluttershy, I’m here.”



“And he is leaving, together with your rabbit. They don’t seem to understand what ‘quiet’ means,” says Snowheart, entering the bedroom.



Fluttershy’s eyes go round, sparkling, as if a thousand puppies were lending her their cuteness. “But you will behave, won’t you, Angel? Discord?”



And here I was thinking her stare was hard to resist. It’s like a candle to her puppy eyes’ sun...



Wait, puppy eyes? Is she intentionally using puppy eyes?. “You’ve been taking assertiveness lessons with Rarity again, weren’t you?”



“Huh, yes,” she says, breaking eye contact. “But I really wanted you to get together...”



That is Fluttershy, so easy to take advantage of. I could say anything, wait for the nurse to leave, and do as I please...



Then I look at Angel, and he nods to me; well, easy, but not for today. Shoulders dropping, but smiling, I say, “Yes, Fluttershy, we will behave.”
      

      
   
      Time Is Closing In


      

      
      
         	“Rainbow, can you hold up a tick?”



	“You aren’t getting tired, are you?” Rainbow Dash smirked as she landed in the center of the dirt road, looking back over her shoulder at the earth pony.



	“Matter o’ fact, I am,” Applejack said, walking over to sit down on the grassy bank next to the road.



	“Well, it’s not my fault you haven’t earned your wings yet.” Rainbow Dash stuck out her tongue.



	Applejack looked away. “Rainbow, I think we might need to be havin’ a talk about that.”



	“What do you mean?” Rainbow Dash flapped her wings once, propelling her over onto the grass next to her girlfriend.



	“Rainbow, I can’t keep doin’ this. I reckon the five of you got things handled well enough, ‘specially when you get Discord to help y’all.”



	“Come on, Applejack. You do lots of stuff!”



	“I know I do!” Applejack snapped, before she relaxed. “But I know you girls don’t really need me. I’m gettin’ old.”



	Rainbow Dash shook her head. “Come on, you’re the same age as I am.”



	“That ain’t what I mean and you know it. I’m forty, Rainbow. Granny Smith wasn’t much more’n twice that when she kicked it.” Applejack’s head drooped. “I don’t wanna keep doin’ this, Rainbow. I wanna settle down and have a family, like we said we would. Like you said we would.”



	“And we totally can! But if you don’t keep doing this—”



	“It ain’t gonna work. I’m just not cut out for it anymore. Maybe be I never was.”



	“Don’t say that!” Rainbow Dash’s hoof cut through the air. “You’re every bit as awesome as me and Twilight.”



	“Am I? Maybe I was once, but you two kept goin’ and ain’t never looked back.”



	Rainbow Dash gulped. “But if you don’t keep trying, you’re going to die,” she said plaintively.



	“Plenty of ponies do. Ain’t no medicine that can stop old age.”



	“But there is! All you have to do is—”



	“Somethin’ I can’t,” Applejack finished. “I’m good at leadin’ ponies and settin’ a good example, but magic? I ain’t never had the head for that. I ain’t never done more’n any other earth pony, and less’n most.” Applejack shook her head.



	“So what? You’re just going to give up?”



	“Ain’t been a day I was happier in my life than when you got that horn of yours on your pretty little head.” She reached up to touch the blue horn that poked out of Rainbow Dash’s unruly mane. “But I’m never gonna be an alicorn. I reckon that there ain’t no need to throw the other half of my life away chasin’ after somethin’ that ain’t gonna be.”



	“Thrown away? Your life has been wasted?” Rainbow Dash snarled.



	Applejack smacked her hoof into the grass. “That ain’t what I meant! I’m proud of what we’ve done, but I wanna do something else now. You know, get married, have a life together.”



	“But we have a life together!”



	“Rainbow, fightin’ monsters and rulin’ Equestria ain’t a life, it’s two of ‘em, and not one of ‘em’s mine.” She scooted closer to her girlfriend, setting a hoof on her shoulder.



	Rainbow Dash jerked away. “No. I’m not just going to sit here and watch you die like my dad.”



	“Rainbow, it ain’t your choice.”



	“Then what is?” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Maybe I don’t want to settle down and get married, did you ever think of that?”



	Applejack gaped. “Rainbow, you promised—”



	“I promised that we’d never be apart! That we’d be together forever! You’re the one who is breaking that promise, not me! You’re committing suicide!”



	Applejack scowled. “It ain’t suicide to want to live now, Rainbow!”



	“No!” Rainbow Dash shouted. “You’re not doing this to me. You can’t make me watch you die. If you’re not even willing to try, then maybe—maybe I don’t want to be your girlfriend anymore!”



	 “Rainbow, I can’t—”



	“Yes you can! You’re Applejack! You’re the most awesome pony in all of Equestria! Of course you can!”



	“I’m not going to keep tryin’, Rainbow!”



	“Then I’m not either!”



	Rainbow Dash lurched off into the clouds; moments later, a crash of color split the heavens, and the grass flowed with the power of the shockwave. Applejack sat there for a long time, watching as the rainbow trail vanished over the horizon, tears streaming down her cheeks.



	When the last bit of color fled from the sky, she wiped her face clean and walked home.
      

      
   
      Applejack Kicks It Up a Notch


      

      
      
         Applejack scanned the family reunion through the camera's lens. There was nothing memorable about the apple-bobbing tank. No memories were being made by the aunties at the quilt. Not even the mountains of apple fritters seemed like the kind of thing worthy of placement in Granny's family album.



"C'mon, Applejack," she said, "think! You gotta kick this thing up a notch!"



It was right about then that Applejack got a wonderful, awful idea.



It didn't work out so well in the end.



But that didn't mean she couldn't try again...








"D'ooh, hornswaggle!" Granny Smith swore. "Gotta get these here butter churns ta the barn, but mah durn hipamajigger's actin' up agin!" She needed take only half a step before the pain became unbearable.



A twinkling light and a chorus of angels heralded an orange comet streaking in from above. With an earth-shaking slam, Applejack landed in the field next to the barn, creating an impact crater that levelled the southwest corner.



"Hey now, Granny!" she shouted. "Don't let that bum bum getcha down! I got just the thing that'll cure what ails ya!"



From somewhere behind herself, Applejack produced a white tub with "Flimco Hip Rub" written in antique gold lettering on the side.



Granny squinted at it. "AJ, what in the hay are ya doin' with mah flank ointment?"



"Helpin' ya out!" Applejack opened the tub, scooped out a hoofful of the gooey white salve, and slathered it liberally all over Granny's hips. Granny's eyes bugged out and she tried to slap Applejack's hoof away, but the twisting necessary to keep up with the younger pony was more than she could handle.



Applejack finished with a final slap to her grandmother's flank, stepping back to admire her work.



"There, that should make ya feel better in a jiffy!" She grinned, but it fell as Granny Smith only glared at her.



Applejack pouted. "It ain't workin' fast enough." With a slow exhalation, she closed her eyes. "That means it's time..."



She reared up on her back hooves, bicycling her forehooves in the air. "Ta kick it up a notch! Yeehaw!"



Granny Smith quailed.



Again from nowhere, Applejack produced a basket filled with small red peppers that glistened in the sunlight like blooded daggers. She kicked the basket, knocking a dozen into the air. Pulling a plate from the same place, she didn't just catch the peppers, but slammed her hoof on them so that when they hit the plate, they turned into paste.



With serpentine grace, Applejack pirouetted and flung the peppery glop onto Granny Smith, somehow perfectly coating the area she'd earlier slathered with rub.



"Bam!"



For a moment, everything was silent, not to mention aromatic. Then a heat crept up Granny's withers. She started to sweat. Her eyes bugged out and her face turned red. With a yelp of pain, she leaped into the air before dashing off across Sweet Apple Acres, smoke trailing from her rump.



"Mah biscuit's a-burnin'! Mah biscuit's a-burnin'! Fire in the hatch!"



Applejack crossed her hooves, smiled, and nodded.



"Yup! Got 'er up an' runnin' like a charm!" She chuckled to herself. "Never fails."
      

      
   
      Behind You


      

      
      
         Listen up fillies, let me tell you a tale.



It’s probably one you’ve all heard before,



Of foolish little foals and silly little schemes



And the dangers they sought to explore.





One little filly, we’ll call her Apple Sprout



Set off to the forest one day.



Time and again she had been told



The forest was no place to play.





Wicked thorns and terrible beasts



She laughed in the face of such fear.



Disregarding her mother’s words,



“Surely, nothing like that will appear.”







A wonderful world bared before her,



New things to see all around.



Glorious beauty and blissful frolicking



Unaware of what lurked below ground.





That spooky sound? It’s just a bird.



The empty whispers go unheard.



“I’m in danger? That’s just absurd.”



And still she marched onward.





Darkness fell, the light grew dim



Thoughts of home came to her mind.



But all too late for at this hour



Out comes The One Who Walks Behind.





Her hoofbeats echo,



One clop a smidge too late.



Apple’s heart begins to race



But she’d already sealed her fate.





For when you enter the forest, children,



You brand your destiny. 



No cutie mark comes from this trek,



No special skill, just penalty.





She quickened her pace, broke into a dash



What was it she stepped in, that made such a splash?



A twist and a turn, and she stops with a crash.



But just out of sight it follows.





The shadows, filled with mocking eyes;



Their laughter breaks the air.



But Apple Sprout cares not for them



For what’s behind cannot be there.





No matter how she turns her head, 



she cannot see its shape.



The whispers in her mind are clear



There will be no escape.





A light at the end of the tunnel:



The edge of the forest, at last!



Home was in sight, finally free



The danger had surely passed.





A sense of dread still followed her



But she knew her nerves were shot.



Her mother scolded her and sent her to bed,



For she had ignored what was taught.





That night a voice spoke in her dreams



“I walk behind, forevermore.



My eyes are yours and all you see



Rip, tear; naught left but gore.”





When she woke, her family was gone



Nothing left but tragic mess.



This was to be her future now



All because she dared transgress.





No help could she seek, stuck all alone.



Steeped in tragedy, barely grown.



Sole survivor of an empty throne.



No where to go but back to the woods.





They say she wanders to this day,



Eternal partner still behind her.



And if you dare to meet her gaze,



Your bones go through the grinder.





The lesson here, what you must learn



It is not brave to be too bold.



It’s simple, look; you already know:



The best medicine’s doing what you’re told.


      

      
   
      Angel Falling


      

      
      
         I, Angel Bunny, lord of the warren and all-around top percentile rodent, am a little bit under the weather. Just a little bit, though. I'm definitely not wracked with aches and pains. Well, some. But it's nothing. Besides, I'm seeing a bunnyfriend on the down low, if you know what I mean, and it's Tuesday. I'll just head out the door and—



"Oh, Angel, you look terrible! Come on, let's get you back in bed so you can rest."



Well, so much for that. Getting doted on by Fluttershy is, well...it's not the worst, but it definitely isn't date night, either.



But there's still hope. Just bust out the old-fashioned bunny-doll eyes. and Flutters is gonna let me do whatever I want.



"Aw, I know you want to go out and play, but I really should take your temperature at least. What if you have that one thing that's going around? I couldn't let you spread that to the other bunnies."



Screw the other bunnies. That's their problem. That's what I wanna say, but Flutters gets mad when I say that for some reason. I don't wanna make her mad. Bad idea. Bad.



She jams a thermometer in my mouth. It's gonna say I have a fever, I just know it. I can see the red bit rising. Some meaningless number is bigger than some other number, and that means I can't get laid? It's bullshit, that's what it is.



God, it's hot in here.



Come on, Flutters, sentence me to bed! You're gonna do it. I know you're gonna do it. You know you're gonna do it. Stop dragging it out, for god's sake! I'm a bit of a dick myself, but god, that teeny little pony has me beat.



She plucks the thermometer out. Finally.



And then she gasps. "Oh my! I don't think I've seen you run a fever this high! You really ought to stay in bed. No buts." And what does she do? She picks me up and plops me into my basket. I don't know how she pulled it off, since I was fighting her every step if the way, but she did it.



"Stay right here, Angel. Let me get you some medicine."



No. This has gone too far. Not only does she cockblock me by confining me to bed, but she's going to use the medicine. Let me put it this way: I don't believe in any benevolent gods, because there's no way any of them would permit the medicine to exist.



She's going to use the medicine. That nag.



She's there. She's holding a spoon full of the demon sludge in her mouth. My body can barely move, and the spoon draws closer. There's only one thing to do. I whip my head around, knocking the spoon away with my ears. Oh god, it's in my ears! But that's better than—



Fluttershy sighs.



I've ticked her off.



"Angel," she says, staring at me. "I know you don't like this medicine. I know you hate how it tastes, and I know you don't like the side effects. But I promise you, it's the best medicine I have for your sickness. Now, please quit being a drama queen and take your medicine."



It's over. She pours out another spoonful and lowers it to my mouth. I have no choice. I open, and it slides in. A thousand imps from Tartarus choke-slam my tongue. I swear to God, I'm going to get back at Fluttershy for unleashing this soapy hell upon me.



After a nap, that is. It's suddenly starting to look like a good idea. Damn this medicine.
      

      
   
      Labor Pains


      

      
      
         Princess Twilight did not look happy.



Through a clenched jaw and tear-filled eyes, I struggled to nod my response. “I’m okay. You can keep going. I need to see this through.”



“Alright, but you let me know if you can’t handle it, and we’ll shut it down immediately.” Her horn sprang to life, and her magic wrapped around me once more.



I could feel the bugle twist and turn in a way I could only describe as something akin to eating a pile of alfalfa gone bad. My intestines fought me every step of the way, but if I stopped now, I would never live it down. There was no going back from the choice I had made.



“Ready to move to stage two?” Twilight asked, her left eye twitching slightly as she viewed my discomfort. Her magic aura helped to keep the nausea at bay.



“Ready,” I replied.



“Hold onto the hoofrests, and let me know if you want to stop at any time.” Twilight glanced over my shoulder and gave a sigh before ratcheting up the spell power.



My hooves dug into the hoofrests. The pain made my tail stand on end with every bristling hair of my mane screaming out for relief. I held in my own scream, bracing myself against the growing pressure below, threatening to tear me apart. My eyes sealed shut, but the tears flowed through anyway. Gasping for breath, I realized I had been holding it in for far too long.



“Take shorter breaths and don’t try to hold it all in.” Twilight exchanged another glance over my shoulder without letting up on her spell.



I huffed in short gasps. My lungs felt like they were on fire, and all I was doing was fanning the flames. My hind legs curled up on the bench. The rest of me wanted to curl up into a ball, but every time I tried, the pain in my stomach would straighten me out.



“Stage three?” Twilight asked with strong reservation.



“Yes, do it,” came the reply from behind the couch.



I braced myself against the back of the seat for what I knew would not be pleasant. The magic burned through my hips, and shortly I couldn’t feel any sensation beyond my cutie mark. Squeezing a glance past my clenched eyelids, I could see my hind legs hanging limp over the end of the couch. Wave upon wave of shooting pain throbbed through my midsection. The strain was too much, and I could feel my stomach making preparations to revolt.



“Stop!” I yelled, although it came out more like a foal’s squeal.



Twilight’s magic instantly dropped. I turned to the side and let my insides empty on the floor.



“See, I told you that you couldn’t handle it.” My darling, Cup Cake, stepped around the couch and patted me on the head with a patronizing hoof. “You didn’t even make it to stage four, honey. That’s the twins stage.”



“I’m sorry, but I’m just not comfortable taking this any further,” Twilight said backing away from the both of us.



“That’s quite alright, Princess,” Cup Cake replied with her signature smile. “I think Carrot has learned his lesson.”



“I don’t think I’ll be able to walk straight for a month.” I gathered in my hooves and made a pitiful attempt to check that my hind legs were still attached. “I won’t ever take my wife for granted or even try and suggest that having a foal is easy.”



“Let alone having twins,” Cup Cake added with a jab to my barrel. “Being a pregnant mare is no cakewalk.”



“I’m glad I could help settle your argument, but I strongly suggest you have a little more trust in one another in the future—for all of our sakes. Perhaps you should visit a real therapist as well.” Twilight’s half-smile lingered for only a second. “Marriage can be difficult, and I hate to resort to magic to settle disagreements.”



My wife’s smile lasted much longer as she turned to face the Princess. “Thank you for your help, Princess. I knew you would have a spell to help him see the error in his thinking. This was just what the doctor ordered. Let’s just hope his stallion brain remembers this little exercise the next time he thinks we should have another foal.” 
      

      
   
      Laughter


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie could count on one hoof the number of days since she’d last seen Twilight Sparkle leave Golden Oaks library and, since the back of her neck was itching, that meant something was up.



Pinkie didn’t like it when something was up. After all, as Twilight had so often told her, what goes up must fall down, and in Pinkie’s experience things that fell down tended to hurt somepony. And if something was up with Twilight then something might fall and hit her, and that would be bad. And so, Pinkie Pie elected to do something about it.



Normally, Pinkie would throw a party if she felt she needed to cheer up one of her friends. But Twilight’s reclusivity and general introvahoosits gave Pinkie second thoughts about that, and soon enough she decided that maybe Twilight needed something a little quieter than a party. And with that in mind, she had bounced over to Golden Oaks with a box of Clouds and Bumblebees in her mouth, humming muffledly to herself.



“Mpheyah Filiht!” She greeted as the doors swung open, before spitting the package out onto the floor before her. “Wanna play a game?”



“I’m not really in the mood, Pinkie.” Twilight’s eyes were a little puffy and red, and beneath them sat two dark bags. Her voice sounded dull and heavy, but not heavy metal-heavy. Her shoulders slumped and her whole body looked a little limp, like a mannequin. Something was up, indeed.



“That’s okay, silly,” Pinkie smiled, stepping inside. “I just came over to cheer you up, but if you’re not in the mood for a game then I’m sure we can find something else that’s fun fun fun!”



Twilight didn’t smile. Her mouth twitch upwards and her face arranged itself into the shape of a smile, but Pinkie Pie knew the difference. She held her gasp in, her hooves clutched tightly to her mouth, because she knew that gasping wouldn’t make Twilight feel better. But this was so much worse than she thought! Nopony should ever feel like they have to fake a smile around their friends!



Pinkie Pie looked around for some inspiration. What could they do that would make Twilight smile?



“Hey, I know!” Twilight looked up from the ground, her hooves still pawing gently at the wooden floor. “We could read a book!”



“Read… a book?”



“Yeah! Oh, oh oh! Do you wanna read me a story, Twilight? Huh? Huh? Please?”



It took a bit of persuading, of course, but Twilight eventually let Pinkie pick out a book. She’d wanted to choose a joke book, but Twilight said she wasn’t going to read her those. Pinkie did her best to hide her disappointment, because she knew that jokes were the fastest way to cheer a friend up, but eventually they settled for a silly story about a pegasus called Cerulean Skies. Pinkie Pie loved silly stories the best, because you didn’t have to be quiet while someone was telling you a silly story.



Eventually they settled down on beanbags by the fireplace, and Twilight began to read in her calming, soothing, scratchy voice. She wasn’t as good as usual because her voice seemed a little quiet, but Pinkie wasn’t going to tell her that. Besides, Twilight was good enough at telling stories that even on her off days she sounded super-amazingly-brilliant!



It was a good story, and at the end, when Cerulean finally realised that he’d taken the train to Canterlot on the wrong day, both mares were rolling on the floor, laughing and grinning. Twilight was really smiling, this time, and as she lay and let her breath catch up with her, Pinkie smiled, too, at a job well done.



“Thanks Twilight. Today’s been great.” She stood up, grabbing the game she’d left discarded on the floor an hour ago in her mouth, and trotting lightly to the door. “Mfee oo foon!”



Twilight smiled, chuckling a little under her breath, as she waved goodbye. It was hard to grin with a cardboard box held in her mouth, but Pinkie tried, and then bounced onwards down the road, hearing the muffled thud of the door behind her swinging shut.



Halfway down the road, she stopped in her tracks and frowned. The back of her neck was itching again, and her tail was a-fluttering, almost but not quite a-twitchy-twitch-twitching. After a moment, she shrugged it off, and bounced on down the road, humming to herself as she thought about the next friend she’d cheer up. 
      

      
   
      It Conquers All


      

      
      
         Tell whoever came up with the idea that "love is the best cure" that that idea's full of horseapples. I prefer friendship. The obligations are lower and you don't have to share all your time with someone else. Even though you usually miss out on the sexy bits, I'd say that friendship is in every way, better than love. It's great for ponies like me, who have to spend much of their time working and the rest of it training. Okay, there aren't many ponies like me. But you get the idea. It's also great for if the pony you love can't love you. Ever. 



It's just not allowed. I've heard that the situation is getting better, but it's not perfect. Even if it was, I don't think she'd love me. She's a traditional type of pony. And even if her silly traditions didn't get in the way, I think she's like me. She just doesn't have the time for that kind of commitment. And she doesn't really want one, I think. It's just not really part of her nature. Or mine for that matter. But then, why do I want this? Why do I want to embrace her, draw her close to me and then lock lips? Why do I want to take her up here and show her all of the most romantic places? Ugh, I just realized how sappy that sounds. Reminds me of Rarity. Or maybe my mom. She liked that kind of thing.



If my mom was here, she'd probably have snuck up behind me and read this letter as I wrote it. And then she'd somehow get me outside and somehow get me to tell her who the pony I "fancied" (her word, not mine) was. I wish I could ask her for advice, but there's no point in trying to raise the dead. Twilight told me so. Mom's death broke my heart for the first time. I'd rather not break it again. Perhaps that's why I avoid relationships, for the most part. (This friendship thing kind of snuck up on me.) I don't want to get hurt. Not again, not ever. I may be a thrill-seeker (although I don't like the label), but that kind of thrill's off-limits to me. I think mom would understand, but if she was alive, I don't think I would need to tell her. Perhaps I'd already have asked out my crush. (And no, I won't say who she is. Just in case she (or much more likely, Pinkie) somehow gets her hooves on this. I don't think she'd read it (she's not that kind of pony, I don't think), but you can never really be sure. You can never truly know anypony else. Huh, that sounds like something Twilight would say. I hope her eggheadedness (is that even a word?) isn't contagious. I don't want to suddenly start having to sort everything. I like my house kind of messy. It feels less sterile and more lived in. I'm not sure if she'd understand. (I mean the pony I like, not Twilight.) Just another reason why we can't be together. It's a very long list at this point.



I suppose that's just myself rationalizing. (I sound like Twilight again. Help.) I don't want to try so I just make up reasons that I can't. I'm just a great big coward. No I'm not. I fought Discord without breaking a sweat. I wasn't even scared. Then what's so difficult about this?! It's not rocket science! All I have to do is ask her a question. And it's a pretty simple question at that! I'll do this tomorrow. I promise. I'll finally get a real answer. I'll finally free myself, I guess. An answer is the only way to cure me of this situation. I suppose that's true.



-RAINBOW DASH
      

      
   
      A Cure For Endings (Onwards, Twilight)


      

      
      
         From the her bedroom window, Twilight gazed outside at the sunset and how beautiful Canterlot looked bathed in its light. It was like a finely cut and polished piece of rose quartz. (Except without the distinctive geometric pattern, of course, she found herself thinking.) Sadly, that would be coming to an end soon. The Equestrian Empire would tear itself to pieces and she couldn't do anything about it. She was an old mare with almost no authority, no friends, no life. Just her magic and her science. Twilight enviously thought of Celestia's near immortality and eternal youth, but with that came too many melancholy memories. She left that train of thought and boarded another. 



How bad would the end of Equestria really be? She had her predictions, but they might not be accurate; magic had a tendency to make statistics almost impossible. Everything she knew would be destroyed, in its place, a new, broken system would rise, ruled by fools. The current Prince was a bit of a fool, but he was a good-natured fool, one who would even listen to her occasionally. Even if he did just dismiss most of her ideas, it was nice to be listened to and not treated at best as crazy and at worst as a prisoner. 



Twilight could still remember the days when she had been the glorious Princess of Friendship with her Crystal Castle and her valiant friends by her side. They had been the perfect friends. They hadn't been perfect ponies, but they had been just the friends Twilight had needed. If only she could have prevented that ending as well. She still remembered their last words...



    ...but that wasn't important to this. Or was it? Twilight thought about her problems. How could she prevent the end of Equestria... or at least make it more bearable. Her only ideas involved being more than just an effective exile in the ruined city of Canterlot. Ponyville was the new capital. Except it wasn't called that anymore. Twilight could never remember the new name. Twilight thought harder, hoping for a solution that she knew didn't exist. Even though she couldn't prevent the end of her society, she could at least prevent the end of her culture and the end of science. How? By establishing a sort of foundation. A repository of knowledge, so that nothing would be forgotten. She started planning immediately, her eyes gleaming. She knew exactly what she would need, what connections she would have to use, and even where to place it. Right here, in the ancient city of scholars. Her faded purple coat seemed as if it had regained some of its lost shine. She had a purpose again.
      

      
   
      Complications


      

      
      
         “Colgate? Is something wrong?” Twilight gave the blue furred unicorn mare a worried look. She was panting heavily as if she had just run a marathon, and had been hammering on the door to the Golden Oaks Library with a great deal of urgency. 



“Pinkie Pie.... My office... Need help....” Colgate gasped out between wheezes.



“Pinkie is in danger?” Twilight gasped. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” 



Rainbow Dash may have been the element of Loyalty, but Twilight’s instant response to a friend in need would have done her proud. As would her speed. She had her emergency saddle bags on and was out the door so fast it almost seemed like she had teleported. (She hadn’t of course. She was conserving her magic to deal with the emergency!)



Colgate nodded and gestured for Twilight to follow, taking off at a slow trot. The town’s dentist was clearly winded from her sprint across Ponyville.



“So what’s going on?” Twilight asked, easily keeping pace with the other mare.



“Pinkie Pie... Came to my office... With a toothache.” Colgate explained between gasps for air. “Bad cavity... Had to pull the tooth.”



“Well that’s surprising.” Twilight really meant that. With a diet that consisted of at LEAST 60% sugar, tooth decay should have been the LEAST of the party planner’s medical problems. So her ability to ignore reality shielded her from Diabetes, but not cavities? Just another fact to file under ‘Pinkie being Pinkie.’



“I started the procedure as usual.” Colgate continued, finally regaining her breath as they neared their destination. “But there were... Complications.” 



“Complications?” Twilight gasped. Complications during a medical procedure were no laughing matter! “Shouldn’t we be getting Pinkie to the hospital then? I know a few medical spells, but I’m no doctor!”



Mind you, she WOULD have been a doctor, if those jerks at Canterlot University hadn’t refused to hear her PhD dissertation. So what if she was only 11 at the time? Not that a doctorate would help her right now, but Doctor Sparkle had such a nice ring to it...



“It’s not that kind of complication.” Colgate huffed, rushing through the front office and throwing open to the door to her dental suite. “See for yourself!” 



The operating theater was a mess. Balloons drifted haphazardly along the ceiling. Streamers and confetti hung off the patient’s chair. The spittoon was running and appeared to be dispensing orange soda. The floor was covered in discarded dental tools and glitter. Misshapen cupcakes were scattered about randomly. It was like a distorted reflection of a proper Pinkie Party.



And there, in the middle of it, was Pinkie Pie. Giggling and smiling as she stood on two legs, one foreleg wrapped around a large compressed gas cylinder. A cylinder to which she had glued a pair of big, googly eyes, a black haired wig, and a handlebar mustache. 



“And that’s how Equestria was shaved!” Pinkie slurred, giggling madly. “Get it? Shaved? It’s funny cause you gots a mustache!” 



Twilight took in the scene, then facehoofed, groaning at Colgate. 



“Please tell me you didn’t.” Colgate had the good grace to look abashed at Twilight’s request. 



“She needed to be sedated before I could extract the tooth!” Colgate replied defensively. “And it’s a perfectly valid anesthetic! “



Twilight’s response was a disbelieving glare.



“You gave Pinkie Pie, the element of laughter, laughing gas.” She deadpanned. Colgate shrugged sheepishly, refusing to make eye contact. 



“It IS standard procedure...”



“Oooohhh! It’s Twilight!” Pinkie giggled and waved madly. “Twilight! Twilight! Twiiilliigghht! Over here! It’s me! Pinkie!”



“Yes, I can see you Pinkie.” Twilight sighed



“You gotta meet my newest bessshhtest friend, TANKY!” She hugged the cylinder tightly, nuzzling it. “He’s a real gas! He’s under lotsa pressure right now, but he’s almost as full of laughter as I am!” 



Twilight sighed and rubber her head with a hoof. She could FEEL the migraine coming. Of course, as soon as she blinked her eyes, Pinkie was suddenly beside her. Wobbling unsteadily on her legs, she whispered in Twilight’s ear. 



“I’m gonna ask him to be my special somepony... Somethingy? My SPECIAL!” She giggled madly while nodding like a bobble head doll. 



A lavender nimbus suddenly surrounded the pink pony, leaving her floating in the air. 



“Come on Pinkie. It’s time to go home and sleep this off.” Twilight sighed, hauling her friend towards the door. 



“Wheeeeeee!” Pinkie’s leg’s flailed wildly as she enjoyed the feeling of being weightless. “Forget laughter! Nitrous Oxide is the BEST medicine!” 
      

      
   
      Rarity's Cure for a Hangover


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash’s futile moan emanated through the stairwell and into the kitchen. Her cries of pain were practically haunting the house. Rarity sighed as she put on the coffee.



Dash finally made it into the kitchen, crawling to her seat at the breakfast table. Rarity shook her head as her perpetual work-in-progress of a lover awkwardly stumbled into her chair before resting her head on the table with a thud. Another creaky moan escaped her mouth.



“Rough night?” Rarity teased.



“Will never drink again,” Dash replied in a dehydrated murmur that clearly scraped at her throat. She cringed in pain as mustered up the will to rub her temples.



Rarity tsked as she poured Dash a cup of coffee as well as a glass of water. “Really now, love, we both know that’s highly unlikely of you to follow through.”



“Shaddup, I mean it this time.”



“Oh, I’m sure. Just like how you meant it when you said you wouldn’t go to Applejack’s social last night and instead stay in and help me select the color of the cloth for my new credenza.”



“I did mean it, and I also meant it when I said I realized how boring as sin it was.”



Rarity chuckled as she walked over and tussled Dash’s wild, shaggy mane. “Oh, Dash, love. You’re incorrigible, but you’re my diamond in the rough.” She leaned in and planted a kiss on Dash’s forehead, to which Dash replied with another groan.



“Love you too, Rare, but I need toast, and I need it stat.”



Rarity leaned back and grimaced. “What you need is to brush your teeth. You smell like my father on Hearth’s Warming morning.”



“That comes later. Now comes toast.”



Rarity rolled her eyes as she scanned the cupboards for bread, but suddenly, she came upon an epiphany.



“Tell you what, darling. Instead of toast, I’ll give you something you’ll truly enjoy.”



“Rarity, I’d love to, but I can’t muster that kind of energy in the morning.”



 The next sound that came from Dash was a shriek of pain as her migraine-rattled head was swatted with a newspaper.



“That’s what you get for being a lecherous crumb bum, darling. But anyway, a hangover like this calls for me to make you a Bloody Mare.”



“If you’re gonna kill me, can it at least be for something really bad, like reading your diary with Sweetie Belle... by the way, Thunderhoof was so not the hottest member of the Back Alley Colts.”



Rarity rolled her eyes. “Dash, a Bloody Mare is a drink. Have you never heard of it?”



“Can’t say I have.”



Rarity chuckled. “Well, you’re in for a treat. Basically, a Bloody Mare is just tomato juice, vodka, and worcanter sauce, with added seasonings and whatnot depending on who makes it. Personally, I adore olives, but I also have some wasabi or celery if you want–”



“Just slow down for a second,” Dash murmured with a slightly raised voice, her head still firmly planted to the table. “You want me to drink vodka in the morning? When I’m hungover.”



“It’s just a little bit, darling,” Rarity explained as she began mixing the ingredients together in a glass. “This is the best cure for a hangover.”



“That literally makes no sense. This was caused by me drinking too much, and now you’re saying the way to make it better is to drink more.”



“It’s to ease the pain a little, love,” Rarity replied as she tossed the contents of the glass with some ice into her shaker.



“Ease the pain a... Rarity, are you a drunk?”



Rarity scoffed. “Really now, dear, I’m simply trying to help you.”



“You’re asking that I drink more in order to ‘ease the pain’. That’s how an alcoholic talks.”



Rarity frowned. “I am not a lush, Dash, and I would appreciate it if you ended this train of thought right now.”



“Prove to me you’re not,” Dash replied, clearly loving this.



“This is what adults do rather than spend all day wallowing in their hangovers like a teenager!” By this point, the drink was angrily shaken like several polaroids.



“At least teenagers aren’t alcoholics.”



Rarity growled in frustration as she sent the shaker hovering over Dash’s head, dumping the contents all over her face.



Dash giggled. “Oh, Rarity. You’re an incorrigible drama queen. But I love you.”



Rarity continued to murmur in frustration as Dash licked the drink on her face.



“Hey, this is actually pretty good. Can you make more?”
      

      
   
      You Look Hot. Want a Drink?


      

      
      
         Heya gorgeous.



Yeah, you. What’s a handsome stallion like you doing all alone on a night like this? Come on, I’ll buy you a drink. What d’you want?



A beer? Really? Ah, come on, we can do you better than that. Just wait right here, handsome, and I’ll be back in a minute.







There, try this. Trust me, it’s good stuff. Has a bit of a kick to it… Mmm, but it’s a good kick, am I right?



Listen, I’m new in town. Just dropped in outta Cloudsdale. No, not literally, ya doofus. I’m pretty good at flyin’, I’ll have you know.



So what about you? What’s your life story?



Of course you’ve got one. All of us do, even me. Everypony is a story waitin’ to be told, gorgeous. Some are more than one, but them folks are either far too lucky or not lucky enough, if you catch my drift.



What d’ya wanna hear my story for? It’s nothin’ special. You’re awful inquisitive for a shy stallion… hell, if it weren’t so pretty I’d probably punch yer little face in. I keep myself private, y’know? Don't like intrusions.



Ah, what the hell. You’re hot, I’m drunk, and we’ve got time to spare.







I’m heading to Canterlot to try to join the Royal Guard. I know, I know. I’m not the type you’d expect to be in for all that standin’ around and shuttin’ up, even if a hot bit of flank like you walks past. But you know what? I’m allowed to take a break, ain’t I?



Anyways, I’m not tryin’ ta join for myself. It’s my brother. Now he was the calm, silent type, y’know? Even when we was young, I would always feel safe around him. He was exactly the kinda stallion you’d want in the guard, right, and when he gets a bit older he decides that’s what he wants to do. He wanted t’protect ponies.



Yeah. I’m fine. I just… I need another drink. Y’want one?







Ahh, that’s better. I needed that.



What’s his name? Oh, my brother? He was called Starlight Sentry. Good name—he was cold as starlight an’ everythin’. Kinda distant, but you’d know he’d be there for ya if y’needed him.



He, uhm…



Well, he saved my life.



It was ‘bout a year ago, now. It was stupid, so, so stupid. We were at the train station and… and there was this totally hot stallion on the other platform… and I wasn’t looking where I was goin' 'cos... and… and…



That’s why I’m tryin’ ta join th’guard. Because of him. Because he should have joined, dammit, and I shoulda bin on those tracks



I-I’ll be fine. I j-just need another drink. That’ll make it better.







It always does.
      

      
   
      While The Roommate Is Away


      

      
      
         “Bye Twilight!” Spike called from the open library doorway. “I’ll be back in about thirty minutes, okay?” 





“Bye Spike! Have fun!” 



Twilight eyed Spike warily from the balcony as he left for Sweet Apple Acres. She listened for gentle “click” of the lock engaging after he shut the door, just to be sure. Twilight stood there for a few minutes, staring down the closed door, expecting Spike to rush back any second for some reason or another. 



After it became painfully apparent that he wasn’t returning, Twilight galloped off to her bedroom at breakneck speed. Preparations were in order, and preparations took time, and time was something she did not have much of. Upon entering the bedroom, Twilight dived under the bed, pulling the sheets off the bed as she went and fished out a large wooden lockbox aptly labelled “Twilight’s Secret-Time Box” in bold red lettering with a skull and cross-bones decal with the words “Keep Out” underlined beneath it. 



Twilight hoisted the box on top of the now coverless bed. She slowly and sensually placed her horn in the keyhole, and the box flew open. She quickly gathered her supplies: scented candles, matches, rose petals, and a single leather-bound book that was roughly as thick as a tree trunk titled “Non-Euclidian Geometry for Masochists.” She gently placed the book on her bed, caressing its smooth, velvety exterior, while putting another hoof to her lips.  



“Shh… No words, big boy. Just show me your figures.” She flipped to the book’s appendix, and retrieved a pair of cuffs and riding crop, deciding to leave the ball-gag and blindfold for another day. “I’ve been a very bad girl, you know? I’ve only studied for five hours yesterday instead of six. I think I need some…” She licked her lips. “…supplementary material so I don’t get behind. It’s been so long since I’ve had some study time alone; I was hoping you could help me cram.” 



The book had no response to this tantalizing banter, but appeared interested, at least from Twilight’s perspective. 



Non-Euclidian Geometry just wasn’t the same without that rush, the feeling over powerlessness and the threat of a swift slap on the rear for failure. Twilight lived for these moments. She quickly sought out the hardest problems in her towering textbook, the problems that could give her that momentary thrill of uncertainty before being painstakingly solved in an extremely rigorous manner requiring numerous needlessly complex steps that could have been just as easily done with a calculator. It was the ultimate high.  



As luck would have it, she found a behemoth of a problem almost immediately. She began making up rules: every thirty seconds she would be whipped, and if she lost her concentration on the problem, she’d be whipped twice. 



“Oh Celestia!” she cried, as she delivered the first of many blows.  “It’s too long! I can’t take it!” 



But Twilight was persevered, writing the equations she applied in the margins and taking extra care to show all the steps of her work. Math like this had to be done thoroughly, or both parties would leave unsatisfied. She was getting closer and closer though, the tension building up all along her body. She was only a few steps away now, the answer so close that she could taste it. She grabbed the book. 



“Is that all you got?! I said harder!” 



The book was genuinely unsure of how to respond to this and resolved to do nothing. The last steps were the hardest, anyways. 

 As the problem reached its apex, Twilight’s entire body shook with anticipation, waiting for that glorious finish, the moment the answer was found. “Just a little more…” She gritted her teeth. 



At that very moment, Twilight heard the loud creak of a door opening. 



No, no, nonononono! 



But it was too late to stop. Twilight had cross the threshold between knowing the answer and not knowing the answer, and had no choice but to finish, right then and there. She screamed in ecstasy as committed the solution to paper as a very confused and horrified Spike entered the room. 



“Twilight, are you—“ he started. 



 Twilight quickly put out the candles with her magic, swept up the rose petals, and stuffed the book underneath her bed before meeting Spike’s eyes. 



“Let’s just not talk about it, okay?!” 



“Put a sock on the doorknob next time, jeez.” 



“NOT TALKING ABOUT IT!” 



And it was never mentioned again. 
      

      
   
      Only the Best


      

      
      
         A familiar pain shot up Shining Armor’s side. He winced, clutching at his bed sheets and rattling the I.V. machine feeding into his arm. It was the only brief reprieve he could muster, the only thing he could do to fight back in this losing battle. The hospital room, usually an immaculately bright alabaster grew murky and gray as dark splotches obscured his vision. The sounds of the heartbeat monitor, the frenzied doctors shuffling, and his own ragged gasps for breath became muted. Shining was a soldier by trade, but the searing pain that boiled his insides was a far greater opponent than he had ever encountered, on the battlefield or otherwise. 

	

 Not here, not now,  he thought. Twilight had to be only a few minutes away. He snapped back with a soldier’s precision, the clouds tainting his mind clearing. For a moment, the room brightened, the crisp colors and sounds of reality returning to him. The doctors working on him phased back into vision for a brief second before being lost in the sea of disorientation. 

	

He fixed his gaze on the wall. The darkness would consume him at a moment’s lapse of concentration—he couldn’t afford to let his mind wander away from him. Not now, when Twilight was so close. There was a poster on the wall he couldn’t read, but he knew what it said. He had seen it when his mind was still lucid, his body still healthy, and his heart still strong. It read, “Only the best for our patients at Canterlot Hospital!” Had Shining still possessed the energy, he would have given a soft, knowing chuckle. 

	

“He’ll receive the best treatment that Canterlot can give, ma’am!” the doctor had said with pride and confidence to Shining’s mother. 

	

“We’re doing the best we can,” he later said to Cadance, his voice wavering ever-so-slightly.  

	

“We’ve tried our best.” These were the words he ended the day with, whispered with soft resignation to his fellow doctors. 

	

Shining strained himself just to keep focus, the world around him quickly growing blacker and blacker. The weight of his eyelids became unbearable. He fought to keep them open, but his eyelids slowly sagged until the world became pitch black. 

	

“Shining!” a muffled voice called out, so distant that it was barely audible. It seemed so familiar, but Shining couldn’t quite place it.

	

 I’m sorry, Twily, he thought, as his mind drifted away on a dream cloud into darkness.   
      

      
   
      Field Work


      

      
      
             “So, Pinkie. Explain to me again exactly what is wrong, here.” Twilight trotted through the streets of Ponyville with a perky Pinkie Pie pronking beside her.



    “It’s Rainbow Dash! She’s been inflicted with a terrible case of the grumps! Nothing I can do is cheering her up!” Pinkie’s voice was possessed by a nervous energy. “It’s like nothing I have ever seen!”



    “Hold on, hold on. Start from the beginning,” Twilight admonished. “Tell me exactly what happened.”



    “Weeeeeeeeeell…” Pinkie drew the word out as her bouncing slowed. “She usually does her morning exercises around this time, but when I saw her, she was laying on the ground looking grumpy. So I popped up and said ‘Hey Rainbow!’ and she grunted. And that was no good, so I told her a joke, and she laughed, but then she yelled at me!”



    Twilight nodded her head, and one of her wings waved itself impatiently. “Yes, yes, go on.”



    “So I kept telling jokes, but everytime she laughed, she only got angrier! That made it a Level 2 Cheer Emergency, which meant I started making funny faces too, but that only made it worse! It was ‘Go away, Pinkie!’ and ‘Not right now, Pinkie!’ and ‘PINKIE IF YOU DO NOT GO THE BUCK AWAY RIGHT NOW SO HELP ME - ‘“



    Once more, Twilight nodded. “Alright, so she didn’t like your jokes. Or your funny faces. Maybe she was just tired and wanted to nap. You know how it is, Pinkie. Sometimes ponies want to be alone.”



    Pinkie shook her head rapidly side to side, “But that’s just it, Twilight! I asked her if she wanted to be alone, and she said that no, she really really wanted somepony with her, like, as soon as possible. And then I said that I was there and she shook her head and ‘Somepony else, Pinkie! ANYPONY else!’” Pinkie turned her head to look at Twilight. “And so I thought, of course! Twilight knows everything! She’ll figure out what’s wrong!”




    They were approaching the outskirts of town now, and Twilight listened to Pinkie’s nervous rambling while allowing Pinkie to guide them to their destination. A short trot led them to a wide open field where Rainbow Dash lay sprawled out before the two.



    “Hi Dashie!” Pinkie said excitedly, “I’m back! And I brought Twilight!” She turned and beamed at her friend. “You’ll make her better, right?”



    Twilight took one look at Rainbow. Her eye twitched. 



    "Pinkie Pie," Twilight said flatly.



    "Yes, Twilight?” Pinkie’s smile only grew as she leaned in closer.



    "She has a broken wing. She needs a doctor!"



    "But Twilight!" Pinkie said perkily, "I'm just as good as a doctor! After all, laughter is - MMPH! MPPH!"



    Twilight pulled her hoof from Pinkie's mouth. “Pinkie Pie? No.”
      

      
   
      A New Lesson


      

      
      
         As the morning sun rose, Pinkie Pie bounded Sugarcube Corner, humming with each bounce. Taking in an atmosphere-worth of breath, she leaped into the foyer, and started to shout a welcome to the day—but stopped when she heard an agitated quill scratch. She scanned the restaurant, only to find Cheerilee sitting near a window, head stuffed into a pile of papers. A deep frown was etched onto her face, and every few moments she would growl and rub her eyes. Pinkie trotted over and peered over her shoulder.



“Oh!” Cheerilee piped after a minute, recoiling away. “Pinkie, I didn't even notice you.”



“What’s up?” Pinkie asked, offering Cheerilee a smile. “Is something wrong? You’re redder than one of my sister Maud’s pascoite piles!”



Cheerilee sighed and turned back to her papers, which were smothered in red ink. “It’s this student of mine, Sticky Note. He’s amazing at math and science, but his writing is… ugh!”



Pinkie winced. “Is it really that bad?”



“You have no idea.” Cheerilee picked up a sheet. “This paper is supposed to be about the Griffon-Pony War, but instead he writes about how his brother is a skywriter. And here: in one sentence, he switches between the future and present perfect tenses five times. He’s the worst writer I’ve ever seen!”



"Cheerilee!" Pinkie gasped. “That’s mean!”



“Oh, I know!” Cheerilee covered her eyes. “And I know that it’s not his fault—it’s mine. I feel like an absolute failure. A professor of mine once told me that teacher is a doctor, curing their students of ignorance. But it feels like I’m just injecting Sticky Note with poison!”



“Don’t say that.” Pinkie wrapped Cheerilee in a hug. “You’re a fantastic teacher. Who taught me where babies come from?”



Cheerilee sniffled. “Me…?”



“Uh-huh! And now I’m best friends with the Stork! You just gotta stay positive. Sticky Note will come around eventually.”



“Maybe.” Cheerilee’s eyes fell. “But recently, he’s stopped coming to class altogether! I don’t know what to do.”



Pinkie elbowed her in the side. “You know, I don’t start my shift for another hour. Do you want me to find him and talk some sense into him?”



“You’d really do that?” Cheerilee asked. When Pinkie nodded, she clapped her hooves. “Wonderful! I think he lives on the west side of town.”



“Roger!” Pinkie saluted. “I’ll catch that class dodger!” She bounded away, out the door and into the horizon.












It took about ten minutes for the leaping equine to find her target. Sticky Note was standing under the West Side Fountain, in the shade of the massive titanium dragon statue. He wore a jacket with the number ‘25’ on the front. “Hiya!” Pinkie chirped, landing next to him.



He flicked a glance up at her. “Hey.”



“Whatcha doin’?”



“Breathing.” He snorted. “Why, is that a crime?”



“Uh, no, I don’t think so.” Pinkie put on another grin. “I have something that I think you’ll like!”



“I wouldn’t be surprised,” the foal muttered, turning up his nose. “I’m a fan of most everything. Even the things society tells me I shouldn’t be a fan of.”



Pinkie giggled. “Me too, I think! Hey, do you like doctors?”



Sticky Note cringed, but nodded, a small bead of sweat running down his neck.



“Then why don’t you ever go see them?”



“…What?” Sticky Note took a few quick glances around. “Is this a trick question?”



“Nope, no tricks here. My nose is twitchy, which means I’m being serious.” Pinkie sat down next to him. “How come you haven’t been going to school lately?”



“Huh? What does that have to do with—whatever.” Sticky Note rolled his eyes. “School is for brainwashed sheep.”



“Oh, I get it—my sister Marble used to say the same thing. But you have to go to school!”



“Why? It’s not like I can learn anything useful there.”



“Sure you can.” Pinkie wrapped a leg around his shoulders. “How are you gonna write your anti-establishment manifesto if you don’t ever learn how to write well?”



“…Huh. I never thought of that!” Sticky Note chuckled and looked up at Pinkie. “And I did want to start an underground magazine called Bad Horse…”



“That’s the spirit. And Miss Cheerilee is the best pony to teach you how to write!”



“You’re right!” Sticky Note ran away, head high. “I’m getting an education! Viva la revolución!”



Pinkie Pie beamed, a blazing inferno of warmth settling over her heart. She walked back home, knowing that the world was a little brighter.
      

      
   
      Discovery


      

      
      
         I hit the tunnel’s wall at random, blocking out the sound of the approaching boulder. It must be here somewhere…



“Left hoof. Three bricks down, one to the right.”



Oh, darkness below, I know that voice. I hit the brick and, of course, the gate opens; miss perfect can never be wrong. I fly out of the deathtrap, more than a few seconds to spare for a change, and hover in front of the tall white alicorn, wishing my glare to burrow right through her heart.



“This is the third time this year. You were never this careless.”



“Leave me alone.” I start to turn.



“Why so much anger, my —”



“If you call me ‘my little pony’ one more time, I swear, I will tie your muzzle,” I yell, whip in hoof.



“As you wish, daughter of the Domini house.” Our eyes meet, her face locked in her impenetrable princess facade. “I would have expected you to be over that old incident. Though it was your greatest discovery —”



“After all I have lost, you think I care about some dusty old fountain? I have seen everypony and everything I once held dear turn to dust! How could anypony understand what is it like, feeling like a discarded relic without a place?” I turn away from her eyes. “How could you, who can have anything you desire, understand?”



The lengthening silence burns in my ears, and slowly I glance back at Celestia. Her gaze is now distant, fixed at something high above me. The Mare in the Moon, I know without looking, and my anger is submerged in a sea of guilty. “I didn’t…”



“Hush, my…” She pauses, and for a moment I cringe, until her princess mask falls away. “Niece. I understand. Even the part about relics,” she finishes with a wink. “Might it be that you now see why I had to destroy your finding?”



“Yes,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. Forcing a smile, I add, “Whoever said time cures all never had to deal with eternal life.”



“No way,” she mimics me with a smile, and we both start laughing. Goodness, I needed this.



Memories flood back, and the next words leave a bitter taste. “Then why did you let me find it in the first place? Why protect me along the way, preventing anyone else from finding where I was going, only swoop down to destroy the fountain after I had drunk from it?”



There is something different in her eyes, a glimmer that is not her usual kindness, as she says, “You always sold yourself short. Did you ever consider that I had neither horn nor hoof in veiling you from the Gryphon Empire spies? Or that you successfully hid from me and my agents?”



My jaw almost drops as I look at her. Could Celestia be admitting she failed? “Still, you could have told me what immortality was like,” I answer weakly.



“I could. And would that rebellious filly, the one that always ruined her dresses playing roughly and though everything we old crones said was just to control her, paid any heed?”



“... I guess not,” I say, and we stay quiet for a while, two ponies that know what true loss feels like.



She breaks our revelry with a cough, and says, “I could use your help back in Canterlot, you know. I could even reinstate your noble title…”



“No!”, I say, crossing my hooves. “Thank you for the offer, but I don’t want to go back. I could never fit. And Florence D’Aria Domini is a dumb name anyway.”



“Indubitably,” she says, though her sagging eyebrows betray her feelings.



“But I could visit you from time to time. Tell you about my adventures. Maybe even see our family, the ones not yet stuck up at least; I heard I have a new baby grandson named Blueblood.”



She pauses for a moment, and I can almost hear something go ’click’ inside her head. “Why not tell more ponies of your adventures?”



“You mean, as in a theatre?” I ask, taking a step back. “I’m not a people’s pony, it would never work.”



“I was thinking about books.”



“Still won’t work,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m an explorer, not a writer.”



“Time is the one thing we never lack. I know a good teacher, in a few years…”



“Whoa, wait a sec. You want me to go to some school like, like a yearling?”



Celestia just smiles.
      

      
   
      The Smallest Acts of Love


      

      
      
         The sun was shining softly through the windows of Celestia's bedchamber and a slight breeze was ruffling the purple velvet curtains. The gentle tinkling of magic sounded and a blue aura closed the windows before the blankets on the bed shifted and a weakly waving rainbow mane poked out the top. Celestia groggily lifted her head for a second before she slumped back down onto her pillows. She noticed Luna standing a few feet away from the door and raised her eyebrow.



"Luna? What are you doing in here?" She turned a weary eye towards the sunshine "And why is the sun up so early?"



Luna smiled softly and took a step towards Celestia's bed "It is almost midday."



Celestia's eyes widened and she lurched forward "What?!" She tried to jump out of bed but found herself tangled up in the covers as she fell to the floor with a thud. Luna cringed slightly as Celestia tried to speak with her mouth stuck to the floor. "Why didn't anypony wake me?! Who raised the sun?!"



Luna chuckled and put a hoof on Celestia's shoulder "Peace, Sister. It was I who raised the sun and I who ordered you not to be disturbed."



Celestia turned to Luna with an incredulous expression "You?" Luna nodded and Celestia stood "Why did you do that?"



Luna chuckled again "You may be able to maintain your stoicism around our subjects, Tia, but I have known you long enough to know when you are ill. Please lie down, you look as though you will fall."



Celestia tried to glare at Luna, but instead let out a sigh and flopped back down onto her bed. She turned towards Luna and weakly frowned. "How did you know I was sick?"



Luna laughed "When was the last time you gazed in a mirror? You look like a hydra sat on you." She began to use her magic to adjust Celestia's pillows when Celestia forced herself to sit up straight and look Luna square in the face.



"I can take care of myself, you know." Celestia said with a frown.



Luna nodded as she covered Celestia with her blanket "Of course you can."



Celestia gave in and slowly sunk into her pillows with a soft groan. Luna stepped closer and Celestia raised her eyebrow "What about my royal duties?"



Luna smiled warmly and shook her head "Worry not, I have arranged all of your appointments to be rescheduled and I am going to run Open Court until next Friday."



Celestia closed her eyes and leaned her head back "I should be better before then. I'll most likely be well enough tomorrow."



Luna raised a hoof "Nay, Sister. I am not allowing you to do anything until you have completely recovered." she smiled gently "After all, 'Rest is the best medicine,' as they say."



Celestia chuckled "I think you mean 'Laughter,' Lulu."



Luna rolled her eyes "Laughter, rest, I cannot keep track of all these modern colloquialisms. Besides, according to Pinkie Pie, laughter is the best anything."



Celestia weakly nodded "Very true." She smiled at Luna "Do you remember when we were foals and we'd get sick?"



Luna laughed "Of course I do, Mother would dote on us endlessly and Father would pretend to be angry that we were not being productive."



Celestia smiled "And he'd always talk about getting us into shape, but only after we were all better." Celestia coughed weakly and turned to Luna "Do you think I could have something to eat?"



Luna nodded "Of course, Tia. I will fetch you some warm soup posthaste." She walked towards the door and turned to Celestia "Would you like some lemon tea?"



Celestia nodded "Yes please. Oh, and could you close the curtains for me? The light is really bright."



Luna smiled and gently closed the curtains with her magic before she opened the door. She turned back to Celestia and chuckled softly when she saw Celestia had already fallen asleep.



Luna nodded approvingly and whispered "Rest well, dear Sister" as the door silently closed behind her.
      

      
   
      The Best Medicine


      

      
      
         	“Hey there, old timer.” Rainbow Dash grinned down at the weathered pony lying in the hospital bed.



	“Heya there, Rainbow,” Applejack replied. “Is Twilight here?”



	“Yeah, she’s coming. The doctors said they needed to talk to her first, so I flew on ahead.” Rainbow Dash shrugged.



	“That’s… that’s good,” Applejack said, her voice wavering.



	Rainbow Dash blinked. “That sure doesn’t sound good. What’s up?”



	Applejack sighed, shifting her ancient body beneath the blankets as she sat up to get a better look at her friend. “I suppose there ain’t no use hidin’ it. I’m old, Rainbow.”



	Rainbow Dash laughed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”



	Applejack paused for a moment before smiling. “I know.”



	Rainbow Dash tilted her head. “You know what?”



	“You and Twilight.”



	Rainbow Dash fell to the floor with a loud thump. “We didn’t do anything, honest! I’ve just been helping her out, that’s all!”



	Applejack laughed. “I know. Twilight would never cheat on me.”



	Rainbow Dash’s ears fell. “No, she wouldn’t.”



	 “Heh, you sound disappointed. You ain’t been hittin’ on my wife, have you?”



	“No way!” Rainbow Dash waved her hooves in front of her chest rapidly. “I’d never do something like that!”



	“But I bet you want to, don’tcha?”



	Rainbow Dash licked her lips, avoiding her friend’s gaze. “C’mon, Applejack. Why are we talking about this now?”



	“Cause it’s important now. Do ya?”



	“Applejack…”



	“Do ya?”



	“Knock it off!” Rainbow Dash slammed her hoof into the floor with a loud crack. “This isn’t funny.”



	“I’m not funnin’ ya, Rainbow. I’m dead serious.” Applejack leaned forward, trying to meet Rainbow Dash’s gaze before the tug of the catheter stopped her.



	Rainbow Dash tossed her head. “Why are we talking about this? We both know that Twilight is yours. That ship sailed a long time ago.”



	“Cause that ship came back for ya.”



	“What are you talking about?” Rainbow Dash finally looked back at her friend. “It’s not like you’re going anywhere anytime soon.”



	“Rainbow. Why do you think they stopped Twilight and wanted to talk to her alone?”



	Rainbow Dash’s eyes widened, her breath catching. “No.”



	“Yup. They already done told me. I ain’t getting’ better. Fact of the matter is, I’m getting’ worse and there ain’t a danged thing anypony can do about it.”



	“No!” Rainbow Dash ran over to the side of the bed, grabbing Applejack’s wrinkled hoof between her own. “You can’t die.”



	“’Fraid Mother Nature don’t agree with you on that.”



	“Look, Applejack. Twilight and I can come up with some spell to—”



	“Rainbow, look at me.” A wrinkled orange hoof slid over an immaculate blue one. “If this was somethin’ magic could fix, do ya really think I’d be sittin’ here right now? Do ya really think anypony would haveta go through this?”



	Rainbow Dash shook her head, her eyes shimmering with tears. “Come on. You know how much Twilight loves you. You gotta pull through.”



	“Fact is, I do know how much she loves me. That’s what I’m afraid of. Rainbow…” Applejack squeezed her friend’s hoof. “Twilight took losin’ the rest of us mighty hard, but I steered her through okay. But this time, I ain’t gonna be there to help her. I want you to take care of her.”



	Rainbow Dash gulped audibly, nodding. “You know I will.”



	“And I mean all of it. I know you still love her; you always have.”



	“Applejack—”



	“Shush. Mind yer elders.” Applejack smirked. “Look, Rainbow. I know how much she means to ya, and I think… I think you can take real good care of her. Don’t let her sit around mopin’ after me forever. Let her be happy.”



	Rainbow Dash licked her lips. “Are you telling me to…?”



	Applejack nodded gravely, stroking Rainbow Dash’s hoof. “You love her, and I think she mightn’ love you just a bit more than she should. You’d be good together. Knowin’ she’s taken care of… that’s the best medicine for me, now.” Applejack leaned forward, gripping Rainbow Dash’s hoof tightly as a pained gasp echoed through the hall outside. “Promise me Rainbow. Promise me that you’ll take good care of my wife for me.”



	Two teardrops fell on Applejack’s withered hoof. “I promise.”



	“Good. Now why don’tcha go look after her? She’s probably hurtin’ mighty fierce right now.”



	Rainbow Dash swallowed again, nodding once more before she turned away. Applejack watched her go, a sad smile on her lips as the alicorn glanced back at her one final time before stepping through the door.
      

      
   
      The Frog of Love


      

      
      
         “You’re sick,” said Snips while staring at his friend.  “What got into you?  Did you eat anything weird over the last couple of days?”



“I can’t eat,” moaned Snails.  “She’s all I can think about.”  The lovesick unicorn colt prodded at his lunch spread out across the picnic table and shoved his sandwich over to Snails’ side of the table.  “Here, take my peanut butter and lilac sandwich.  I don’t want it.  I’m going to walk over there and tell her how I feel.  Any minute now.”



“Well, hurry up,” said Snails.  “Lunch is going to be over soon, and Miss Cheerilee has us doing fractions this afternoon.”  He glanced at the object of Snails’ desire, a radiant pink earth pony filly chattering away with several other small fillies as they proceeded to devour their own lunches while gossiping.





“Back me up here.”  Snails took a deep breath and held it.  “I’m going to do it.  I’ve got to tell her or I’m going to explode.”



“Can I have your butterfly collection?” asked Snips.



“I don’t care.  Anything I have is yours, buddy.  You’re my best friend in the world.  All I ask is one thing.”



“What?” asked Snips through the peanut butter of his newly-acquired sandwich.



“Give me a push.”



“Why?”  Snips swallowed the enormous mouthful of sandwich he was chewing and washed it down with a sip out of Snails’ juice box.  “You’re not paying any attention to my suggestions.  I mean, you got her multiflower roses instead of putting a frog in her saddlebag like any normal colt.  You even wrote her a poem!”



“Roses are red, so are these too, I got you some roses for you,” said Snails with a distant look.  “I thought it up by myself.  And I picked the best roses I could find out of her dad’s garden.”



“They are pretty good,” said Snips, “but you nibbled almost all of them off while waiting.  About all you have left is stems, and they’re not very tasty.”



“That doesn’t matter! She’s going to see how much work I put into picking them and be so impressed that I’ll be her special somepony.  I even remembered to make sure to keep the aphids and the ladybug where she can admire them.  Right there.  Or maybe there?”  Snails rotated the ragged bouquet in his magic and examined it.  “I thought I had a slug in here too.”



“I’m tellin’ you buddy, frogs are the way to attract the mares,” said Snips.  “Remember the way Dinky squealed when she found that frog in her desk last week?”



“Oh, yeah.”  Snails got a faraway look on his face and grinned.  “I’ve never seen such a high jump before.  Cleared three desks.”



“The frog jumped pretty high too,” added Snips.  “She told me later that she knew it was me and that if I ever did that again, she’d beat my face in.”  He sighed.  “That was so much fun.  I can hardly wait to see what she’s going to try in return.”



“Diamond’s not really a frog pony like Dinky,” said Snails.  “She’s into fancy stuff like tea and tiny little cakes.”



Snips gasped.  “But what about frogs?  You love hunting frogs with me.  If she doesn’t like frogs, she won’t go frog hunting with us.  It’s just not the same without you, buddy.”



“It has to be now, Snips.  I’m going to go do it!  Wish me luck!”



Snips watched his friend march over towards the small knot of giggling fillies while he finished the last of Snails’ sandwich.  He winced at the appropriate points in the resulting conversation, nodded sadly at the foreordained result, and trudged over to Snails once the bell rang to announce the end of the lunch hour.



“Not good, eh?” 



Rising out of the mud puddle, Snails struggled to his hooves and spit out a pebble.  “No.”



“I’m telling you, Snails.  Frogs.”  Snips helped his friend out of the puddle and brushed a little of the mud off his coat even though it only redistributed the mud over twice as many little colts.



“Frogs?” asked Snails.



“Frogs,” said Snips.  “The more, the better.  If we get started right after school is over, I figure we can slip about a hundred of them through her window tonight.  Trust me.  She’ll love it.”



Snails considered the concept while Cheerilee waved encouragement to them from the schoolhouse door.  “You’re right, Snips.  That would make me feel better.”
      

      
   
      Pinkie's Pie


      

      
      
         When Pinkie saw Rainbow with that downcast look, she knew instantly something was wrong. “So, the audition went bad.”



“Bad? It was a disaster, they all laughed at me!"



"Well, you can try again–"



"No! I can’t do anything right.”



Right then, inspiration hit Pinkie.



“Let’s cook!”



“Huh?”



“In my kitchen. Help me with a pie.”



Rainbow Dash eyed her skeptically, “But Pinkie, I never baked before!”



Pinkie giggled softly, guiding her in by the neck. “Don’t worry, I will teach you everything.”








Sugarcube corner was quiet, all Cakes away for the day. Pinkie and Rainbow had free reign of the kitchen. “First, the preparations. Grab that sack over by the corner, please.”



Dash gawked. “But it is huge! Should I start with such a large one?”



Pinkie waved her off. “No worries, we don’t need to use the whole thing. It is your first time after all…”



Rainbow blushed. "Not really. I tried it before, but it was a disaster. The burning…” She shivered.



“Don’t worry, it won’t happen again. I am here to teach you.”



The two set aside all the ingredients on the counter, leaving the table free for their use.



“’kay, all looks good. First, we want to mix everything together.  Here, come closer.”



Dash obeyed, feeling Pinkie’s flank touching hers.



“The secret is in the movements.” She moved gently, in circular, careful motions. “It won't react for a while, but be patient–” she pressed strongly, stretching her whole body to do so "–and it becomes firm. Show me your technique, I will watch.”



Rainbow’s inexperienced hooves fumbled at the task. Standing so close to Pinkie made the movements awkward, and she couldn’t find an appropriate angle. However, under her friend’s gaze, she got a sense of confidence, and soon was doing it well enough for Pinkie to join her.



Both mares went hard at it, mixing and stirring with different, yet equally efficient methods. She is a natural! Pinkie thought, hard at work on her side of things. They sprinkled some water and kept at it until it was ready, moist and firm to the touch.



“It’s ready!” Pinkie said.



Having lost notion of time, Dash felt tired and sweaty, yet satisfied. “Never though this would be such a work-out!”



“Of course, bakers have to keep busy. But that is just step one, we still need to do the filling. How do you feel about cream?”



“A cream pie? Can you actually do that?”



Pinkie dismissed her with a hoof. “No, but don’t worry, Mr. Cake is great at it. He even left me some extra!” She whipped out a decorating bag full of the stuff.



Dash drooled. “Wow, Pinkie, I never saw so much in one single place!”



Pinkie giggled. “The advantages of being a baker. Come, help me with the spreading.”



Rainbow Dash obliged. Thanks to their previous work, handling the pie was easy. She held it in place while Pinkie squeezed, and the thick, creamy substance spread all over. Rainbow drooled at the prospect of having that inside her later. A thick dollop overflowed, and she eagerly scooped it up.



“Pinkie, this is delicious!”



“I know! I’ve tried many others, but Mr. Cake’s is still the best. I bet that is why he got married in the first place.” She finished squeezing the bag, rubbing her belly. “Whew, so full! Quick, help me seal it up.”



“Wow, Pinkie, I didn’t think all that would fit!”



“Yeah, I rarely put so much, but you deserve it. Just leave it in the oven for a while, the best is yet to come.”



Rainbow grinned. “Oh yeah, I can’t wait to eat it up!”








Rainbow shoveled he muzzle deep into the pie. It was perfectly moist, and she happily lapped up all the cream. Sure, eating that way was messy, but Pinkie seemed to enjoy.



“No hurry Dashie, there is plenty to go.”



“I know, but I can’t stop!" Rainbow rubbed her chin. “Say, got some extra? I wanna try doing it myself.”



Pinkie shook her head. “Sorry, we’re all over. But you can come by any time, me and Mr. Cake can help you! It’s best fresh after all.”



Rainbow blushed. “Thanks, Pinkie. Making this pie was the best.”



She giggled. “Not really. You know what is really the best?”



“What?”



“That you came to me and forgot about your problems! That is what cooking is all about.”



Rainbow laughed, feeling lucky for having friends willing to do such things.
      

      
   
      Perfect Prescription


      

      
      
         “Good evening Nurse Aid,” Dr. Cake greets me at the front desk.



“Good evening, doctor. Can I help you with anything?”



“I was wondering if you would take a walk with me? I need some help with a task,” he motions down the hall.



“Of course doctor.”



“I heard from head-nurse Redheart that you have put in a transfer request. You want to move from pediatrics to general, correct?” he asks me casually.



“ Yes doctor, that is correct,” I reply a little nervously. He nods and keeps walking.



“Would you be willing to tell me the reason?”



As department head, he has a right to know, “ I don’t think I am qualified to be in pediatrics.” 



This causes him to pull up short and give me a questioning look.



“I have always loved children and after I found my cutie mark in medicine I thought pediatrics was perfect,” I continue. “But after failing Lily, I don’t think I can handle it. I see those small eyes begging me to stop the pain and her little hooves going so cold and I feel so helpless and I…I…”



After giving me a moment to regain my composure, Dr. Cake begins walking again. “Follow me Nurse Aid, I still have need of you.” 



He leads me to a room in the children's ward where fifteen sets of eyes turn towards us.



“I need to go get changed so please make yourself comfortable,” he says to me before leaving the room. A filly, around four years old, comes up to me and grabs my hoof. 



“My name is Violet, what’s your name?” she asks.



“Oh, I’m Nurse Aid. I work at the front desk,” I give her a smile.



She pulls me towards a mat on the floor. “You can sit with me,” she states matter-of-factually and pulls me down. She then climbs into my lap and bounces a little in anticipation of something. As I’m about to ask what, Dr. Cake comes running into the room again and immediately trips over his own hooves. He is dressed in the most ridiculous clown outfit I have ever seen. The children cheer with laughter, and despite myself I giggle a bit too. 



After making a show of picking himself up and dusting off he turns towards us, “Whoopsie daisy. Now, who is ready for the most spectacular, stupendous, most funerific event ever?” 



A loud cheer was his answer.



For the next two hours he entertain us with jokes, balloon animals, face paint, songs and dance.



After ‘Bozo’ says his goodbyes and gets hugs from all the kids, he leaves the room. I stand to follow but a set of hooves grab me again. I look down to see Violet holding my hoof.



“Thanks for playing with us Ms. Aid. Will you come back again?” she asks.



I look into her questioning eyes. I don’t see Lily's’ eyes anymore. I see eyes that are filled with hope. Eyes that don’t expect miracles, just small little happy moments and the best I can do.



“You bet I will.”



She gives a big smile and a quick hug before running back with the other children. I watch with my own smile for a moment before leaving. Outside I find the now clean Dr. Cake waiting. He gives me a small grin and walks with me towards the front.



“So, did you enjoy the show?” he asks casually.



“I did. I can’t remember having so much fun,” a small giggle escapes as I think back. “Thank you for inviting me.”



“You are welcome, Nurse Aid. Though I wonder, do you still feel unqualified?” he stops and watches me with questioning eyes.



I think back to the commitment I made to myself and to Violet just moments ago. “No, I think I am ready to give it my best,” I give him a confident smile.



He simply nods and turns.



I stop him before he leaves, “How did you know that this would help? I didn't think I would be able to work with children again after Lily, how did you know how to fix that?” .



He smiles knowingly.



“As doctors we prescribe medicine to cure the body. As ponies, with laughter and love, we prescribe medicine that cures the soul.” He places his hoof on my shoulder, “And having been there before, I knew you could use a prescription for some fun: heavy dose.” His laughter causes me to laugh along and we start walking again.
      

      
   
      The Merchant


      

      
      
         I awoke to gentle rattles and the light of the setting sun on my eyes. Raising a hoof at the offending reddish light, I reached out with a tendril of magic and drew the curtains. The interior of the wagon plunged into a dull orange dimness.



Letting out a yawn, I stretched and climbed shakily to my hooves. I sighed. Strength had been returning to me for the past few days but my legs were still weak. Closing my eyes, I extended my magic and nudged the cabinet door open. I frowned as my senses felt around the hold. It was empty.



A groan escaped me. I stalked to the door and threw it open. My eyes squeezed into a squint as sunlight flooded my vision.



“Bookmark, we’re out of apples…” I called out to the azure unicorn hooked up to the wagon.



Bookmark turned his gaze over his withers at me, his green eyes quivering with mild curiosity. “Oh, you’re awake Shimmer,” he said.



“And I’m hungry.” I pouted.



Bookmark chuckled, turning back to the cobbled road in front of him. “We’re almost there. Just a couple of minutes more to the town square.”



My ears perked upright. “Will there be apples?”



Bookmark laughed out loud this time. “Yes, there will be apples, Shimmering Wind. We’re just in time for the evening market.”



“Great,” I beamed and as though to agree with me, a loud growl issued from my stomach. Suddenly, the smooth stone walled and orange tiled houses lining the street were thoroughly interesting.



Bookmark laughed even louder. That scamp. I puffed my cheeks and glared at the stallion, who was completely oblivious as I burned holes in the back of his head. Seriously, he somehow kept making me act more than a century younger than I really was.



The street opened to a circular space. A ring of multicolored tented stalls ringed the acutely misnamed town square. The evening was still early and the last rays of the sun still cast a meager glow that set the buildings of the town ablaze. Bookmark circled around the fountain in the center of the square and stopped.



I hopped off, landing a little unsteadily on the cobbled ground. Out of the corner of my eye, Bookmark shot a worried look in my direction. I ignored the look.



“I need some local currency, Bookmark,” I said.



A small bag of jingling coins wrapped in a white glow floated into my vision. I took the bag in my mouth.



“There’s fifty bits in there, Shimmer. Use them wisely,” Bookmark said, smiling. “Go get your apples. I’m going to set up the library in the meantime.”



I nodded and stuffed it in a pouch I had on my flank. “See you later,” I said, trotting in a random direction, in search for an apple stall.



Few ponies were out at the moment but I suspected that wouldn’t stay that way for long as I saw the sun sinking at an unnatural rate, turning the orange sky a deep blue. Having a leader of the country raising and lowering a celestial body still felt weird to me.



I nearly ran into someone as the changing sky distracted me. An apologetic smile appeared and died on my face when I realized the stallion I almost bumped into hadn’t even noticed. He and many others in a line were staring intently at one particular stand.



The tan and brown stallion who manned the stall was unremarkable, with a flank mark of a stylized bee on a pink heart. What the stallion sold, however, caught my eye. It was a concoction, shimmering between various shades of pink and the ponies present stared with a look of thirst in their eyes. I nudged the stallion whom I nearly crashed into.



“Hey, what’s going on here?”



The stallion, gray and black colored, turned around with a look of surprise. “Why, it’s good medicine!”



“The best!” a yellow and tan mare piped up behind him.



I narrowed my eyes, darting them between the couple. There wasn’t any crazed look in their eyes. No nervous twitches of an addict. As far as I could tell, they were just thirsty.



“Okay…” I said.



Stepping slowly aside the line, I made my way as far away as possible. There were apples to be bought.



And a strange merchant to investigate.
      

      
   
      Present Tense


      

      
      
         She remembers going to sleep in her own bed. Yet somehow, she's woken up here, in the mysterious city. Her name is Pinkie Pie. She remembers that much. The rest of her life seems hazy and unimportant, like a half-forgotten dream. She surveys her surroundings. She's in some sort of park, sitting on a bench. To the left of her is a pathway leading to a forest. To the right of her is a pathway leading to the city itself. A coin appears in her hoof. She flips it. She goes right.







She arrives in the city. It's strange, full of odd shapes. It's comical at the same time and Pinkie can't help but smile. For a second, it reminds of her of her previous life, of something sad. She isn't entirely sure what and is able to dispel the thought quickly. She walks along the city's main road until she reaches a small, trendy cafe. Sitting at a table outside is Rarity, her friend.



"Darling, let's play a game."



Pinkie agrees. It's not like she has something to do, even though she feels like she should be rushing...



Pinkie looks back at Rarity, who has disappeared. She's suddenly immensely sad that they can't play their game.



Pinkie walks on, until she encounters a small bookstore. Inside is her friend, Twilight.



"Hey Pinkie, I think you should read this book."



Twilight thrusts a small paperback at Pinkie grabs it and looks down at the title. The Adventures Of... she couldn't make out the last two words. She looks for Twilight to ask about it, but Twilight's vanished.



She keeps the book.



Another friend lost. Three more to go.



She reached the edge of the city. Waiting for her is Applejack. Pinkie walks straight past her, ignoring her call. She doesn't want to lose a friend.



In front of her appears a strange gentle-stallion. He's a strange shade of brown and his mane is white. He wears a pair of shades to conceal his eyes. Pinkie feels like she should know who he is.



"Are you awake yet? Do you want to escape this lie?"



She walks straight past him.



He calls out to her.



"It's your fantasy. I kind of wonder why you're making it so miserable for yourself."



Instead of continuing on, Pinkie turns and walks back in the other direction. She walks back to the forest. She opens her book. She reads it. It's changed. It's now the tale of her life. The forest changes, becomes nothingness. She walks into it.






"I'm sorry, Twilight. There was nothing we could do. We found her this way."



Twilight looks at Pinkie's corpse and cries.
      

      
   
      ... Is A Good Story


      

      
      
         Are you sitting comfortably?



Of course not: this is The Internet. No doubt you’re slouched in your chair. Perhaps you’re lounging back, rolling your eyes at the text on the screen before you, at how absurd and silly the author’s attempts at prediction are, and are desperately hoping this will soon be over so you can vote it to the bottom of your list (or, if this is by some miracle a finalist, give it a zero). Or maybe you’re leaning forward, your back arched ever so slightly, your mouth twisting into an amused (or bemused?) smile, your brows furrowing with intrigue despite yourself—or maybe that’s just wish-fulfillment on the author’s part.



No doubt you are already drawing parallels to Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveller. You read that book, and remember liking it, because it was one of the Books That Fill You With Sudden, Inexplicable Curiosity, Not Easily Justified (unless, of course, it is one of those Books That Everybody's Read So It's As If You Had Read Them, Too, in which case you definitely remember liking it). You’re not sure you’re liking this cheap imitation: it lacks some of the spark of innovation that made the original so engaging and, by virtue of being an imitation, can never quite step out of its master’s shadow.



You’re beginning to wonder who would write something like this. You remember, of course, that Doseux wrote Lunnas Ache last month, and suppose that this kind of literary madness is similar enough, but now, for whatever reason, you’re starting to second-guess yourself. No, surely Doseux would not write something so heavy-handed? Perhaps you open another tab and flick through the list of suspected authors of Lunnas Ache, trying to see if any of their styles would likely match this one… Or perhaps you don’t care much for the author guessing, anyway. A wise choice: guessing based on content never seems to work so well as guessing based on submission order.



This story, you’ve decided, is missing something, but at first you’re not quite sure what it is. Of course! The prompt! This story doesn’t seem to have anything to do with medicine, figurative or literal, superlatively good or otherwise. This wouldn’t usually be a problem: perhaps the author is saving a prompt drop, or something like it, until the very end? Or maybe the title, with its frustrating ellipsis, is trying to relate them? You’re sure there are many other stories in this contest that do just that (indeed, perhaps you’ve already read one, or more?), but something about this particular entry makes you question it. Is it really going to do that? You can’t quite see how the author could possibly pull it off.



For that matter, where are the ponies? You know there was some discussion on the forum about whether or not the rules allowed entries that weren’t explicitly pony fanfiction, but you’re sure there has to be some kind of rule about that, right? Surely the author can’t intend to actually write a story for this writeoff without once mentioning the very subject matter they should be writing about? Stopping to think about it, you wonder if this story was really about anything in the first place. Was there ever even a story here?



No doubt now you’re considering running to the forum and posting a comment (unless you are one of those meticulous reviewers who posts a whole group of reviews at once, in which case you’re surely running to wherever it is you keep your reviews before you post them) and preparing to write some scathing comments about the pointlessness of this piece, of how it doesn’t really seem to have a Purpose. You'll mark it down, of course, and in the forum ask what the world is coming to, and question how things like this can be written and pretentiously called "art" by their authors. You didn’t really like it, after all. It wasn’t as good as Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveller.
      

      
   
      Prometheus


      

      
      
         “What is it?” asked Rarity.



“It’s a new mixture. All I know about it is that it is extracted from the liver of a rare animal,” answered Red Cell. He pumped the brown liquid into the syringe, pricked one leg of Sweetie Belle and slowly injected the fluid. “The tests demonstrate that it works very well against corticonephrite,” he added.



“When are we supposed to find out if it’s really that effective,” inquired Rarity, antsy. She contemplated the body of her sister, lying motionless on that hospital bed; she seemed lost amidst those large white sheets, so immaculate that her mane appeared almost dull in comparison. 



“Come back tomorrow morning,” advised the doctor. “If she reacts positively to the mixture, she might even be able to regain consciousness by then.”



Rarity nodded. “I suppose she’s not aware of my presence, is she?”



“No. There is nothing you can do for her right now. Better go home, have a solid rest and turn back tomorrow.”



Rarity sighed, thanked the practitioner and left.



❦




The next morning, Rarity was welcomed to the cold, impersonal room by the glee of her sister. The doctor was there, too.



“Hi sister! Glad to see you,” cheered Sweetie Belle, her voice still frail and tremulous. 



“Sweetie Belle!” said Rarity joyfully. “I am so happy! How do you feel?”



“Pooped, but the pain has departed,” answered Sweetie Belle. “I suppose I just need rest.”



“Didn’t I tell you it was miraculous,” bragged the doctor.



“I can hardly believe it,” said Rarity. “Who manufactures this panacea?”



“Cartea Inc.,” replied the medic. 



“Cartea!?” exclaimed Rarity. “Its CEO, Blue Pill, is one of my friends and best clients. I am going to thank him personally.”



❦




“The doctor said it was miraculous, and I totally agree,” said Rarity, enjoying a sip of tea.



“Yes, we consider it one of the greatest breakthrough in modern pharmacology,” said Blue Pill. “I’m so pleased it helped your sister recover.”



“I understand this is a secret, but I would like to know how you synthesise it. In the hospital, they said it was extracted from the liver of an animal. Is that true?”



Blue Pill hesitated. “All right,” he finally said, “but swear you won’t tell anybody. We could face severe prosecution if all the details surfaced.”



“Why, of course, dear!” replied Rarity.



“You know,” began Blue Pill, opening a drawer and grabbing a ring of keys, “here in Canterlot we are subject to stricter rules than in the outer lands, where the authority of Celestia is less perceptible.” He rose, egressed from the office, inviting Rarity to follow him. “The animals we use to prepare this molecule are protected: the specimens are scant, and we have to buy them a fortune from bootleggers.”



Rarity did not answer; both descended through dingy stairs and corridors; at last they stopped in front of a heavy metallic door. Blue Pill picked up a key; the lock clanged, and the door hinged open. 



“Please enter,” said Blue Pill.



Beyond the door was a gloomy, undecorated room. In its middle, a cage had been erected, in which three beds had been installed. Tied on each of them were rangy beings, of pink complexion with dark, short manes and four long legs terminated in strange appendages, much like five small tentacles; their bellies were swelling. From the ceiling hung flexible tubes whose ends were stuffed in their mouths. Their eyes were closed; maybe they were sleeping?



“The liver is a fascinating organ,” explained Blue Pill. “If you cut a small part of it, it regrows spontaneously. We feed those animals with a soup enriched in concentrated nutrients, so that they develop hepatomegaly: an oversized liver, that is. Then, every so often, we remove a gobbet, and it regenerates. Over and over…”



Rarity came closer to the cage, mesmerised. She examined one of the creatures. On the right side of its belly she saw a long, thin welt.



The eyes of the animal opened wearily. Their green irises roved around for a few seconds until they locked on Rarity. In that glance, the unicorn read infinite distress, grim resignation and unquenchable hatred.



She averted her gaze.
      

      
   
      The Symposium


      

      
      
         The sound of shattering ceramic got the attention of Shining Armor, the shards of the vase ricocheting on his shield. 



"That was the gift of the third Zebrican Emperor." 



Shining Armor frowned. "There isn't a Zebrican Empire."



Celestia smiled "Not anymore, it was a short and unpleasant experiment. That vase had nine hundred years, it was invaluable." A brief chuckle. "Oh, well, I hated it anyway."



He looked back at the scene unfolding outside his shield. The banner proudly declaring 'CLIV Symposium on the State of the Equestrian Culture’ was on fire, the Old Avant Gardists had fortified one of the corners, but were out of projectiles after the Zebrican vase. 



The conflict had moved from the earlier chaotic everypony against everypony to a few focal points duked out between fragile alliances.



"Your highness, are you sure this was a good idea?"



"It is a long held tradition, my dear Captain, every ten years we have a Symposium where all the leading intellectuals can discuss. It helps me to stay current and it is a wonderful occasion for some frank exchanges."



A makeshift catapult collapsed scattering the existentialists camp, wailing about the absurdity of life echoed briefly, before being overwhelmed again by the sound of battle.



"Princess, I understand the intention underlying this gathering, but maybe it got a bit out of hoof. I mean, the positivists are... Are they about to defenestrate a prisoner? Oh sweet Celestia!"



"Why thank you, I am flattered, but you are already engaged, so I must decline."



Three mares and a stallion were carrying a younger unicorn to one of the windows.



"Now we'll see if gravity is a social construct!"



"That is a decontextualized..." the window shattered "...overly simplified straw pony representation of AAAAAAAAAAAH..."



Shining Armor gaped. "They have killed him! Princess, we need to stop this madness, we... Why are you smiling?"



"You worry too much, we have unicorns and pegasi on catching duty. This year is shaping up as being particularly peaceful, I am so proud of them, they are becoming more tolerant."



He looked at the 'Pataphyisicists carrying around a tightly roped life size pony doll to a bonfire they were somehow trying to summon by describing it.



"Your highness, I hate to state the obvious, but they have tried to kill somepony."



"And they have endured an hour more than last time before doing it. To be honest, I suspect that Luna didn't participate for this exact reason. She pouted a lot as she discovered that I prohibited the use of weapons, and complained that I took all the fun out of it."



"Weapons?"



"It was necessary, did you know that the crossbow had been invented specifically for the XXCI Symposium?"



A charge from the pragmatists dispersed the last core of solipsists. It wouldn't last, they were deep in enemy territory.



"With all due respect, I don't see any rhyme or reason in... this" He waved his hoof at the chaos in the large room.



"It's for the same rationale for which we have two space programs."



"We have a space program?"



"We need to employ in some way way too brilliant ponies with a penchant for making things that explode."



"I... see."



"We have two space programs because two of the most intelligent ponies alive can't stand each other. It is frustrating, and considering their talents, it is excessively dangerous having anything less than our reign between them."



"Please pardon me, but I still don't see it."



"The ponies here are among the smartest of their generation. And for some of them, that comes with an ego to match. This..." 



A old mare charged, a bit slowly but with admirable determination, screaming "Things are against us!"



"...is a cathartic experience. In the coming ten years winners will gloat and try to strengthen their position, while losers will rework their arguments, convinced that their defeat stems from weak premises. All this while nopony will stab anypony else, all of them waiting for the next symposium to let their anger and frustration out."



"But the danger..." Shining Armor fell silent, noticing for the first time the subtle aura around the princess's horn. He looked again at the raging battle, seeing for the first time the subtle adjustments, chairs that deviated slightly from the trajectory, ponies that didn't fall as hard as one expected, fire that didn't propagate as furiously as it should in a room full of paper.



Princess Celestia smiled. "Yes, we will have an interesting decade."
      

      
   
      Turn the Radio Off


      

      
      
         “Ugh.”



Twilight and Rarity both threw a pointed glance at Rainbow, who was sprawled across a pile of open books. Twilight straightened the pile of novels she had been stacking before turning to face Rainbow. “Something you’d like to say?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow barely lifted her head. “Ugh.”



“This ‘woe is me’ act of yours isn’t very flattering,” Rarity spat, dusting off an encyclopedia. “We’ve been working for a mere half-hour. You could at least try to help.”



“I have been helping!” Rainbow shot back. “But how come Applejack gets to map out the Palace while we’re stuck here organizing books? Do you know how awesome I am at exploring? Like, super awesome!”



“Because unlike her, you can fly,” Twilight explained. "You can help reach the higher bookshelves."



Rainbow scowled and started to argue, but was cut short as Applejack entered the room. "Hey, girls!" she chirped, a brown box on her back. "Look what I found!"



Everypony crowded around her. Twilight gasped. "It's a radio! I had no idea the castle came with one—they're so expensive, usually only the richest of the rich own them!"



"You are a Princess now, sugarcube. Say, why don't we put on some tunes while we're working?" Applejack laid the radio on the ground and started playing with the knobs, until the static was replaced by the rhythmic twang of banjos. "Whoa, they've got Filly Nelson on this thing?" She hummed along with the tune--only to stop as she realized that Rainbow and Rarity were glaring at her. Her cheeks went pink. "What?"



Rarity sighed. "You're given the chance to listen to any music in the world, and you choose country music?"



"Why? What's wrong with it?"



"I'm not listening to freakin' banjos all day," Rainbow said.



"It's not just banjos!" Applejack said. "There's washboards, too."



Rainbow grabbed the radio and spun the dial until there came a thunderous chorus of electric guitars. "Hay yeah, Starswirl Priest! This is my jam!" She flared her wings, and started headbanging violently, completely out of time with the music. Sweat flew in every direction, forcing Rarity and Applejack to back away. She was just priming herself for the guitar solo when the music shifted to an electronic beat. Her eyes flew open. "Hey, what gives?"



Rarity smiled as her magic faded. "I think you'll find that Sapphire Shores is vastly superior to that 'scrap metal' music of yours."



Applejack cringed as Sapphire's auto-tuned voice droned through the speakers. "Right, because this is so much better than Filly Nelson."



"I'm glad you agree," Rarity cooed. "This is 'popular' music for a reason."



"Yeah, because ponies have no respect for the classics!" Applejack flipped back to country music. "I found the radio, didn't I? I should get to decide."



"You're not even gonna be in the room!" Rainbow yelped, pushing her away and switching back to heavy metal. Applejack switched it to country. Rainbow switched to metal. Country. Metal. Rarity grabbed the radio away and switched to pop. Rainbow growled and spun around to face Twilight, over by the bookshelves. "It's Twilight's radio, she can decide. Starswirl Priest totally rocks, right, Twi?"



Twilight looked from a book and smiled. "Personally, I've always been partial to ska music—"



Everypony groaned. Rainbow rolled her eyes. "We're rocking out, and that's final."



"You can rock out to Filly Nelson," Applejack said, snatching the radio away. Just as she closed her mouth, Rarity switched it to pop.



"There's still loads of books to sort," Twilight called.



At that moment, Rainbow slapped Rarity's horn. Rainbow grabbed the radio and sped away, but was blocked off by Applejack, who tackled her to the ground. As they fought for control, Rarity slipped in and grabbed the music box, before sprinting away. Rainbow and Applejack barrelled into Rarity's side, throwing her to the ground. Everypony cried out as the radio flew across the room, and out an open window--until it came floating back in, encased in a magenta glow.



Twilight floated the radio over to herself. "Girls, stop fighting! Music is meant to bring ponies together, not drive them apart! This is shameful."



The three kept their glares up for a few moments more, but soon broke. "Sorry," they all muttered. With Twilight still holding the radio, Rarity and Rainbow trudged back to the bookshelves. Applejack moved to the doorway.



There was a click, and trumpets filled the air.



Everypony groaned again as Twilight started skanking. Rainbow hit her head on a wall. "I'd rather listen to banjos."
      

      
   
      Twilight Sparkle


      

      
      
         THE YEAR WAS 1005, and everypony was finally equal. Nopony was smarter than anypony else. Nopony was better looking than anypony else. Nopony could fly or do magic any better than anypony else. Following the return of Nightmare Moon, Celestia’s banishment assured that Harmony, in all aspects of pony life, would prevail. The NM Corps made sure of that. 



A few ponies tried to resist. Night Light and Twilight Velvet’s daughter, Twilight Sparkle, disappeared in the middle of the night. Even with the passing years, they gave it little thought. 



Twilight Velvet had perfectly average intelligence, her memory retention little more than a goldfish. For his above average skill, Night Light was required to wear a Harmony Element. It rattled his brain sending small bursts of energy through his horn every thirty seconds or so. He could never focus on anything for longer than it took him to think about it between jolts.



The happy couple went about their lives, oblivious to the fact that they even had a daughter, much less a son.



Twilight Velvet remembered from time to time that she liked to read. She couldn't remember very well seeing as there were no books left to read in the entire kingdom. Staring out the window was her current favorite pastime. Night Light joined her on occasion when his headaches allowed. From their little window, they watched the world pass by. 



All sorts of ponies lived in the city, and most traveled past that window as they went about their business. Pegasi would normally have one wing plucked, sometimes both for the exceedingly gifted fliers. Most unicorns wore the same kind of Harmony Element as Night Light. The more skilled mages had a portion of their horns physically removed just to level the playing field. A number of ponies wore heavy saddle bags or terrible mane styles to counter their strength and beauty. The prettiest among them had the full red and black dye treatment. 



The only ponies that differed were those of the NM Corps. They were the enforcers. They carried orders straight from the head mare herself.



It seemed somewhat natural when Night Light and Velvet looked out their window one fine, average morning and saw a NM pony barking his orders across the square. What they noticed on the other end of the orders was anything but. 



A red and black unicorn with a horn so short it barely registered from her head stood opposite the stallion. Another red and black unicorn with a much longer horn and matching Element stood by her side. There was one pony with impossibly bulging muscles weighed down by twenty or so leaden saddle bags. Another crouched low to the ground with both wings plucked down to the bare bones. A second pegasus with her full wings intact stared at the ground with her mottled patches of black and purple fur against the bright streak of orange mane closely cropped from her neck and remnants of a half-plucked brown tail. The last, pink pony in line wore a bridle that seemed to keep her tongue from moving at all.



The buzz from Night Light’s suppressor went off, and he had to wait a moment for his vision to clear. Shaking his head, he wasn't sure he understood what was happening.



The mares did the unthinkable: they started removing their Harmony Elements. Horn suppression and coat dye fell away as the primary unicorn threw sparks of magic from her stub of a horn. Near a ton of weight fell from the earth pony’s back. The pink pony’s bridle snapped in half as she chomped through it with a single bite. 



Screams echoed across the square with innocent bystanders running for cover. More NM Corps kept arriving to bolster the original stallion as he faced off against the motley mares. 



Within two minutes, Nightmare Moon herself descended on the square. Not wasting a second, her horn roared to life. A focused beam of dark light drilled across the square hitting the lead unicorn. The little pony’s stub horn proved no match for the power of Nightmare Moon, and she fell to the ground in a smoldering heap.



“You all have one minute to get your Harmony Elements back on!” Nightmare Moon yelled at the rest of the ponies. 



Twilight Velvet reached up and closed the curtain. “I think it would be nice to take a nap,” she said.



Night Light winced and nodded. “I think I would like that very much.”
      

      
   
      Sisterhooves


      

      
      
         The first aid kit, always hidden near the front door of the Carousel Boutique, lay unfolded like an origami butterfly on the grass outside the shop. The scissors, though, were held safely out of reach in the air by Rarity’s magic.



“Ow! Rarity, that hurts!”



“I know Sweetie Belle, but this must be tended to. Please hold still and let me have a closer look.”



Rarity examined her little sister’s foreleg while their friends watched closely. A dark patch had formed beneath the stained coat, and she gently rubbed a cloudy white ointment into it. Sweetie Belle wrinkled her nose.



“Looks to be just a bit of bruising,” Applejack stated, “and I sure’ve bucked enough apple trees to know.”



“Yeah, that’s totally nothing! Just throw some dirt on it,” Rainbow Dash offered. “Hey, ow!”



“Don’t go given’ ‘em ideas, sugarcube,” Applejack said, retracting her elbow.



“Phhht! Way too late for that.”



The mares’ banter halted as they noticed Rarity glaring them. Two of the foals stepped back.



“Now then, Sweetie, what in the depths of Tartar—”



“Rarity!”



“Ehem! Thank you, Applejack,” Rarity sighed. She continued to rub the soothing salve into her sister’s bruised little foreleg, and the motion seemed to calm them both. A difficulty, Rarity had found, was not with the bruise itself, but in being able to avert her eyes from the great splotches of green grass stains all over her. “What I meant to ask was what exactly you three were doing—”



“This time!”



“Yes, thank you, Rainbow Dash,” Rarity growled. She took a calming breath and looked up from her efforts, into her little sister’s sad eyes.



The filly’s tail swished, and her ears flattened. She wobbled a little on three spindly legs. “Well, we were only trying to—”



“—to get our cutie marks in Extreme Water Sliding!” Scootaloo crowed. Everypony grew quiet and stared at her. “What? It was awesome!”



“Yes, well I still don’t quite understand how you three managed to divert an actual stream uphill, but…”



“That was easy!” Apple Bloom supplied, proudly. “First we had ta build a dam.”



“Then we built a diversion wall,” Sweetie added, glumly.



“Then we dug a trench up to the top of the hill,” Scootaloo tossed in, sticking her tongue out. “That part sucked.”



Rarity rubbed a hoof against her forehead, realizing too late that she’d smeared salve on herself. At least it felt cool, and it might even help; she was starting to get a headache.



“Thank you, girls,” she replied, proceeding to wrap the tender foreleg in a bit of gauze and elastic bandage. “I think we all begin to see the larger picture… And I now wish to cover that picture with the most serene of expensive wall hangings, but it will never erase the fact of that image lurking behind with the ghosts of all the others.”



The two other mares nodded as the fillies all stared in confusion.



With some white tape and a few quick snips of the scissors, Rarity’s work was done. She set nearly everything down and then reached in with both arms, wrapping her little sister in a warm hug.



“There, Sweetie. All better?” she asked. Sweetie Belle smiled and nodded at first, but then her face scrunched as she pulled back and looked at her bandaged foreleg.



“It kinda looks all… hurtie.”



“Yes,” Rarity said, pausing, “yes, it does.” She looked up from the bandage and saw her sister’s two friends, and then her eyes sparkled. “And I believe I have the perfect solution for that.”



***



“Ya know they’re just gonna do all this again, right?”



“That is precisely why I failed to give them the complete kit, darling.” Rarity shuddered. “The thought of those three fillies running with scissors through Ponyville absolutely terrifies me.”



“Naw, they’re totally— Oops.”



Sweetie Belle tripped and fell as she ran off, and all three mares grimaced. “I’m okay!” she shouted back, waving a fashionably-wrapped foreleg at Rarity. She reached the other two fillies, who each had similar colorful wraps on one leg, and climbed aboard their scooter-drawn cart. With a cry of “Cutie Mark Crusaders Emergency Medics!” they sped off.



“You seem pretty level about all of this, Rarity,” Applejack said quietly.



“Ah, well perhaps… Sweetie Belle always comes to me when she truly needs something from me,” Rarity said with a little smile, just for herself, “and I have learned my lesson quite well. She trusts me, and so I must always be there for her.”
      

      
   
      (un)Rest In Peace


      

      
      
         The floating city cast its long shadow over the once-vibrant land; where green fields had prospered for centuries, there was now only ever-shifting goop. Globs of it permanently coated the buildings of a quaint little town, many of which had collapsed under the goop’s sheer weight and density. Scattered, dead treetops still poked out of the abominable muck as if frozen in a silent scream, reaching out their splintered arms for sunlight they could never photosynthesize while clawing in vain at the now-solid ground trapping their roots.



The Princess gazed down upon the wretched, cursed land. It had all happened so fast: one day, Equestria thrived, and the next... 



She sighed for what had to be the hundredth time. If only I could have acted sooner…



She turned her gaze back to the cold, deadened expanse that filled her view. Not even the lakes had been spared. Canterlot lay in a crumbled ruin at the base of its mountain, the last stronghold to fall. The abomination had had no greater difficulty ascending the mountain as ants did a tree. Eventually, its overwhelming presence covered every road, every laneway, every building; when at last it made its home atop the Royal Palace, the magical supports holding Canterlot faded, and Equestria’s seat of power came crashing down.



As for the brave sisters inside, keeping their unprecedented foe at bay while as many of their subjects as possible escaped…



“Twilight?”



Her ear twitched; she remained otherwise unresponsive.



“Please don’t blame yourself, Twilight. There’s no way anypony could have seen it coming.”



“They’re… they’re gone.” Twilight closed her eyes and bowed her head, water from her eyes dripping to the cloud below.. “It t-took them both. Luna, C-Celestia… oh…”



“Shhh.” Two yellow forelegs snaked around Twilight’s shoulders and gripped her—firm, but not tight. “It’s okay. Well, no, I guess it really isn't but, um… well, if it means anything, I’m still here for you. You know that, right?”



Twilight nodded, finally facing her friend. “Thank you, Fluttershy. I just don’t… what are we going to do? What can we do now, besides sit up here and stare?”



She fell silent. A breeze ruffled both of their manes while Twilight turned back and gazed toward the north. Where once the shining crystal city would have been easily visible from this height, only a gigantic crater remained. Already, the goop had found its new home, moving to spread and fill the gap like water drawn toward a drain. Soon the crater would resemble the rest of the land: cold, pink, dead, further testament to Equestria’s sudden and very real apocalypse.



Twilight pawed at the rough surface beneath her hooves, next to the clouds surrounding it. “I’m still amazed that Crystaldale can actually fly! Whoever designed it must have known something like this would happen. Which probably means that it came sometime in the distant past… but it was beaten then, so why…” She sniffed and looked up at the sky, toward the Sun that had ceased moving hours ago. It already felt like days. “I could have… something, anything—”



“Twilight.”



She looked up, and found herself held in thrall by a fearsome aqua gaze. It gripped her, paralyzed her, until nothing mattered but her and Fluttershy—nothing but that gaze.



“You did nothing wrong. You did everything you could. We all did. So stop thinking about it.”



The Stare softened, giving way to a small smile. “Don’t hate yourself,” Fluttershy said as she stroked Twilight’s mane. “Love is our only hope. But we need to heal our own hearts before we can heal Equestria.”



The moment broke, and Twilight found herself held tight. She lifted her forelegs and returned the embrace, resting her head on Fluttershy’s shoulder. She stared at the towering central palace and at the brilliant blue gleam beneath it, the only thing keeping not only everypony’s spirits, but the very foundation they stood upon afloat. Ponies of all races—Earth, Pegasus, Unicorn, even Crystal—were now all trapped together in this crystalline utopia. Fluttershy was right: love was now more important than ever.



“Perhaps I can’t do anything yet,” she said, pulling away from Fluttershy. “But I promise you, our friends, and all that remains of our once-glorious world, that Cadence and I will find an antidote to this malefic poison choking our beautiful world. Love will be our best medicine. We will free everypony below. They’re still alive… I can feel it.”



She steeled her eyes. “We will defeat the Smooze, once and for all.”
      

      
   
      Everlasting Laughter


      

      
      
         The six Pies trudged through the flat plains of the rock farm. Memories— of happy and sad, fun and boring, extraordinary and mundane— flickered in Pinkie’s mind as she passed each grain of dirt and rock. Many of the more fond memories were filled by an old mare, one even older than Cloudy Quartz. This one shared the same rose coat and gleaming blue eyes that were inherited by Pinkie. Beyond that, the mare also carried a smile and an energy that was striking for her age. She was like a dream filled with sunny skies and green, rolling hills.



Such recollections polarized her, which contradicted the small smile she was maintaining on the outside. 



“Never stop smiling, Pinkie.”



That beautiful, exuberant voice rang in her mind like a pleasant songbird on a tranquil morning. It was soothing, but it wasn’t enough to fill the emptiness.



“I know, Granny.” Pinkie said in her head, “but sometimes it’s so hard.”



As she moved along, more scenes surfaced from the deep oceans of memory. The same mare occupied them, filling Pinkie with warmth and chill simultaneously. She tried so hard to envelop herself in the cheeriness those wonderful past days brought, but darkness seared through every image, thrusting her back into reality.



“Happiness heals all sadness.”



It was her voice again, with all of its grace and wisdom in tact.



“When everything feels sad and black, smile or laugh. But if you can’t do either, then it’s always good to be around your friends and family.”



Pinkie took a look around her family: her parents and her four sisters. Even without her body there, the picture still felt complete. As if by magic, everything in her mind lit up.



“We’re all here, Granny,” she replied.



She then realized that she and the family were entering a part of the land that was seldom visited. In the desolate corner she saw a tall oak tree, healthier and larger than the brand of dying ones that scattered the rest of the plot. Surrounding it were thirteen engraved stones. Some of them bore crystal clear epitaphs while the messages of others have deteriorated by time and erosion. Luckily, this one fit the former description. Every letter imprinted on the stone was newer than the ones of the others. 



The six Pies all stood before it, staring at the name, the dates, and the words “Giggle at the Ghosties”. They were all in a line, however Pinkie stepped closer to the stone until she was able to look down on the inscribed words.



“Hi, Granny,” she gently said with a grin, “I can’t believe it’s been a whole year….we’ve missed you dearly…..”



She coughed out a giggle, which took more out of her than she hoped. Her head completely collapsed, causing her eyes to face the dirt. It took a strong effort to prop it back up to the epitaph.



“Sorry…..I know that you told me to stay happy, but I just told you that it can be hard….very, very hard sometimes,”



Pinkie paused again and looked back at her family, who were all focused on her. The simple sight of them made her smile. It was just the boost she needed to continue.



“But you told me that as long as you have those you care about and the ability to smile, it’ll all be alright. Even the darkest of days can be brightened by smiling with your friends. And even when they aren’t around, I know that you’ll always be with me,”



She raised her foreleg and touched her chest.



“,in my heart.”



Pinkie was smiling at her beloved Granny. The skies were gray, but she felt under the sunniest sky. Turning back to her family, she hugged her mother.



“That was very sweet of you to say,” Cloudy said while embracing her daughter.



“It’s true, Mom. Not just for me, but for everypony.”



Pinkie jerked her head around to see the other four staring at her.



“What are you guys doing?” she said, “Group hug! Everypony!”



It took some effort, but Igneous awkwardly walked over to her daughter and wrapped his forelegs around her. Pinkie’s sisters followed him and clumped around her.



“So, giggle at the ghostly,” Pinkie sang passionately.



“Guffaw at the grossly,



Crack up at the creepy,



Come on, everypony! Sing along!”



“Whoop it up with the weepy,” everyone sang.



“Chortle at kooky,



Snortle at the spooky,”



“And finally!” Pinkie exclaimed.



“Laaaaaaaaaaaugh!” everyone sang, causing them to giggle.
      

      
   
      Let It Out


      

      
      
         Luna let out a long sob as she tumbled onto her bed, her large frame very nearly cracking the bed in half. She buried her head in the pillows and squealed, "They hated me! Everypony hated me!"



At her side, Celestia shook her head. "Nopony hated you."



"Then how do you explain their jeering?" Luna asked, whipping a glare at Celestia. "When I was finished, everypony started booing!"



"Luna, I was standing with you the entire time. When you finished your speech, everypony cheered. You even got a standing ovation!"



Luna stared, lips slightly parted for a moment before snorting and turning away. "Of course you would say that—your ears are filled with frosting, and they sugarcoat everything you hear! But I know that they hated me." She choked back another wail. "Not that I blame them; anypony would hate me after that horrid speech I gave."



"Your speech was wonderful."



"Do not lie to me, sister! I stumbled over at least three words!" Luna growled and covered her eyes. "Curse your modern vernacular. And  you know as well as I do that these ponies were just hoping I would make a mistake. They were searching for a reason to ridicule me, to justify their desire to see me banished again!"



Celestia took a long pause to drag a single hoof down her face. "You were speaking to a class of second graders. Most of those foals probably don't even remember a time when you weren't Princess." Her final words were drowned out by a deafening sob, loud enough to rattle the windows. Celestia sighed and sat down next to her sister's shuddering form. Slowly and demurely, she ran a hoof along Luna's back, stroking her in the way she had done so many times over the years. She offered a soft smile. "It's okay, Lulu. If you need to cry, then cry—I'll be right here."



The two sat like that for a few minutes, with Luna weeping and Celestia rubbing her back. Celestia gazed around her sister's room with heavy eyes, searching for something, anything that would bring her little sister joy. But the room was barren; only the most basic of furniture filled the space, giving the entire room the feeling of an abandoned ruin. She just couldn't imagine anypony being very happy here.



An idea flittered through her head.



"Hey, Luna," Celestia murmured, a grin floating onto her face. "How are you feeling?"



"I am not sure," Luna said, barely lifting her head. "I am not crying anymore, but I still feel an intense pain in my heart."



"Maybe this will fix it." Celestia lit her horn.



A telltale golden glow sparked to life underneath one of Luna's wings. Ears pricking to attention, Luna whipped her head to stare at it. "Sister, what are you—heh." The glow spread to Luna's chest, wiggling like a tub of pudding. Luna's lips cracked into a smile as she threw her gaze between the glow and Celestia's simple grin. As the glow traveled along her neck, she curled up into a ball and giggled. "Oh, no, stop!"



"Are you feeling better?" Celestia asked, horn flaring.



If Luna had answered, it was lost in a sea of laughs as the younger mare rolled around her bed, trying desperately to bat away the magical fingers. Her eyes grew wide as she watched the glow head to her stomach. "Oh, no, no do not—bwa ha ha ha!" She barked until she was out of breath, then took in another gulp of air and started laughing again. She stayed like this for a good minute, guffawing into the sky like a drunken hyena, before the glow faded away and she collapsed into a limp pile.



Celestia chuckled. "How was that?"



Luna heaved for breath—but she still had enough energy for a grin. "Why don't you see for yourself, dear sister?" She lit her horn.



Celestia gasped and threw a hoof to her neck, but it was no use. Luna's magic flew across her fur faster than she could react, poking and prodding until Celestia was nothing more than a giggling lump on the floor.



Luna was just moving for Celestia's stomach when a large pillow careened into the side of her head, sending up an eruption of feathers. She fell to her rump and spit out a few white puffs.



The two affixed each other with long smirks. Their horns lit up in unison.
      

      
   
      Dungeons and Apples


      

      
      
         “Good Mornin’, sugarcube, looks who’s here to see ya!”



    “Urrughaa.”  Apple Bloom’s usual cream face was instead a pale green as she slowly rolled herself over and forced her eyes open to see Cousin Braeburn standing in the doorway of her room. “Braaeb?”



    “Yeah, Cousin Apple Bloom. I heard you weren’t feelin’ too well and since there’s not many chores to be doing in…”  He rocked backwards on his legs to enunciate the word, “Appleloosa!  I figured I’d come down to spend some time with ya.”



    “And I’ll go get yall some water.”  Applejack’s voice disappeared down the hallway.



    “So, back in my day my friends and I found this game called Dungeons and Dragons that we started playing and we loved it so much that we started playing it when we got sick and it made us feel like the illness wasn’t even there.”



    “Hoooww?”



    “It’s easy little cus. First you make a character then go on a dungeon crawl. I brought a few with me that you can choose from.”  He started pulling a picnic table, folding chairs, and a box out of the sack he dragged upstairs. “I have ‘The Apple Cave’, ‘The Neverfree Forest’, and ‘Temple of the Sea Ponies (shoop-de-doop)’.”  



    “Seeeeeea…”



    “Are you sure cus?  That one’ll be hard.”



    Apple Bloom made a nodding motion with her hoof closest to Braeburn.



    “Back!”  Applejack entered the room carrying three glasses of water and one of cider for Apple Bloom.



    “Great timing!  We were just about to make characters!  Now you can be any of the three races and I have sets for fighters, wizards, rouges, clerics, and rangers.”



    Apple Bloom’s ears perked up at the sound of a wizard and decided to be a unicorn to get the best stat line up with the class.



“I want to be a fighter please.”



Big Mac walked into the room.



    “Here to play with us?”



    “Eyup.”



    “Use your level 5 rouge?”



    “Eyup.”



    After some brief set up a unicorn wizard, a pegasus rouge, and an earth pony warrior were standing at the gates of an old, gray, and collapsing temple with no obvious danger in sight. “What do you do?”



    “I walk up to the temple,” responded Applejack.



    “You step on a trap but…” rolls a d6 to get a 5, “you resist most of the damage and only lose 8 hp.”



    “Foaalllo.”



    “Follow behind Applejack into the dungeon?”



    “Eyup.”



    “You are now in a crescent shaped room with a pool of cold water in the center.”



    “We creep up to the corner and check for monsters.”



    “You roll a… 14. There is in fact a seapony sun tanning next to the pool.”



    “Tanning?  I thought this was a dark temple,” interrupted Applejack.



    “Well, it’s old and there are holes in the ceiling.”



    “If you say so, Braeburn.”



    Apple Bloom swallowed then let loose a string of words from her mouth while lifting her head up. “We run up and attack!”  She grabbed some water then plopped her head back down into her pillow.



    “You do… 3 damage with your magic bolt,” said Braeburn. “The seapony uses slam which deals 20 damage and the knockback pushes you into the pool.”



    Big Mac moved his piece up to the seapony along with Applejack. 



    “24 damage here, 8 here. Apple Bloom needs to roll a 5 or higher to climb up… nope. Sea Pony does 10 damage to Big Mac. Oh, good backstab there. That’s a whole 50 damage. Another 8 from AJ. Cousin Apple Bloom is still stuck in the water. Oh, but Big Mac kills off the monster. Ya’ll get a bunch of experience points and some loot.”



    Applejack picked up the loot to find a potion of lesser mana restoration, flippers, and a scale of plus two defense. Apple Bloom finally rolled a 5 to escape from the water.



    “Lets see, you were in there for three turns so I roll… a 1…  That means you get pneumonia from the chill and pollio from the water. Your character can’t walk and is slowing losing hit points. You’re down to 5 HP and neither Big Mac or AJ have a healing potion or the ability to cure your illness. I believe that means you’re dead.”



    Apple Bloom scowled and turned over bed. She then made a shooing motion with her hoof. The remaining Apples grabbed the table and chairs and carried them outside.



    “Man Big Mac,” said Applejack. “I think we should’ve called Pinkie Pie instead.”



    “Eyup.”
      

      
   
      The Empty Bottles


      

      
      
         “Come one, come all! Headache? Feeling down on your luck? Bruises? Sores? Tired of life’s woes? We have just the thing for you!”



“Our newest product is sure to give instant relief from any and all discomforts and ailments, be they of the joints, the mind, the flesh, or the heart!”



Before Applejack even turned to look, she knew by the voices just what was drawing such a crowd to Ponyville Town Square. The nerve of those Flim-Flam brothers, showing their faces in town again, and with the exact same ruse as last time! It’s a wonder they can still find an audience, Applejack thought. But nonetheless, protecting the public from their own naivety was only her civic duty. Grumbling, she headed over to their wheeled stand and found a spot amongst the others where she could lay and wait to expose their hoax yet again.



The brothers had spared the tent and theatrics this time. Perhaps they had to rebudget their act after their last fiasco. From where she stood Applejack could see on display of what looked like ordinary soda bottles with their faces printed on the labels.



“Would there be anypony in the audience willing to demonstrate the wondrous effects of our new remedy?” Flam called, holding up a bottle for all to see.



Here it comes, thought Applejack. Any minute now Silver Shell would step forward, take a sip of their tonic, and throw away his crutches, miraculously cured.



Flim pointed his hoof off into the crowd. “What about you, ma’am?”



“Who, me?”



Applejack followed where Flim was pointing to see… Mayor Mare? How did they expect to rope her into their scheme? This couldn’t have been planned ahead. A politician would never risk her public image by associating with known frauds.



“Why yes, ma’am,” said Flim. “Pardon me for saying so, but you seem a bit week around the knees this morning.”



The crowd shifted to form a clearing around the mayor. Applejack could notice her swaying where she stood, as well as the dark areas under her eyes and her uncharacteristically matted mane. “Well, I admit the new tax adjustments have been rather distressing,” she said weakly. “I might not be as well rested as I’d like.”



“Say no more!” Flim beckoned her over. “A bottle of this will put you at ease.”



The mayor walked up to the stand with a slow, wobbly stride. When she received the bottle, she inspected it closely, turning it over in hoof. “Why, there’s nothing in here at all!”



Great sun above! Selling empty bottles? Were they even trying?



Nevertheless, Flim was undeterred. “Looks can be deceiving, ma’am,” he said, popping the cap off the bottle with a glow from his horn. “Try a sip and see for yourself!”



The mayor held the bottle to her mouth and hesitantly tipped it up as though to drink from it. After a few moments holding the position, she lowered the bottle and nodded to herself. “Hm.” After a few more “sips,” she began to smile. “That’s… heh… that’s nice, actually. Yes, I feel better already.”



Applejack gasped along with the crowd. What was going on here? What could an empty bottle do for anyone?



“Now hold it right there,” Applejack shouted as she stepped forward. “I don’t know what you two are up to, but I know it can’t be good and it can’t be honest, so why don’t you just give it up and tell us what y’all are playing at?”



The brothers exchanged smirks. “Ah, Applejack, just the pony we were hoping to see,” said Flam. “Who better to prove the legitimacy of our product than the biggest skeptic in town?” A glowing bottle floated over to her, and the cap popped of its own accord. “Won’t you try it for yourself?”



With a leery scowell, Applejack snatched the bottle and “drank.” She couldn’t taste, feel, or smell anything but air.



“Be sure to get plenty, now.”



This is absurd, thought Applejack. Do they really expect me to play along and—oh. Suddenly she felt… lighter. A little dizzy. It was not unpleasant. “Well, heehee, I’ll be darned,” she said. “I don’t know how, but it works!”



“You heard it yourselves, folks! Now get yourselves a bottle while supplies last!”







After their shelves had been cleared, the brothers closed up shop, hitched up their cart, and hit the road.



“So it’s true, then, laughter is the best medicine.”



“Yes it is, Flim. And laughing gas the best tonic!”
      

      
   
      Carrot


      

      
      
         Darkness. I see only darkness. It’s my whole world. I can’t open my eyes. I can’t move at all. But I can feel and I can hear. Not that that matters.



“How are we doing today, sir?” a rich mare’s voice asks. It’s the nurse.



I don’t answer, of course.



“Well, I hope you’re feeling better today,” she chirps. “Now let’s get you nice and clean, huh?”



“Why do you bother talking to him, Redheart?” asks another mare. Her voice is a high, cold soprano. The other nurse.



Redheart tsks at her as the pair roll me over and begin to give me a sponge bath. I wish I could die from the indignity, but I don’t have any dignity left. 



“I talk to all of my patients, Tenderheart. It’s what we do,” Redheart answers.



They continue washing me, Redheart chatting away at me and Tenderheart sighing at her. I try to imagine what they look like, but I barely remember what colors looked like. I think Tenderheart is probably thin and grey and scowling all the time.



“He can’t hear you, you know,” Tenderheart scoffs.



Redheart hesitates. “If he can or can’t, everypony deserves a little tenderness. I’d think you of all ponies should know that, Tenderheart.”



Tenderheart snorts. “He has no friends and no family, and no one who loves him,” she scorns. Redheart gasps. “And now he’s a vegetable!”



“NURSE TENDERHEART! That is quite enough!” booms a deep stallion’s voice from the direction of the door.



“Doctor Horse! I-”



“Nurse, I don’t want to hear it. Go wait in my office,” he commands. There’s only the clip clopping of Tenderheart leaving the room.



When she’s gone, Redheart bursts. “Doctor, I’m sorry for-”



Doctor Horse cuts her off. “It’s alright, Redheart. I know you don’t share your partner’s… outlook,” he sounds strained.



Redheart’s voice brightens up. “So did you come to run some more tests? I’m just about done with his bath.” True to her word, she finishes drying me off, pulls the bedsheet over me and tucks it under my sides. I don’t know why she bothers.



“No, actually,” she says, a bit of humor in his voice. “I came to tell you that that… specialist we talked about will be coming to see your our patient here this afternoon.”



“Really?” Redheart sounds genuinely surprised. She clops around the side of the bed to the doctor and together they leave the room. “But what could she do? She isn’t…”



I lose track of what they’re saying as they get further away. I only catch snippets. “Tried everything.” “Purely psychological.”



And then I’m left alone again in my world of darkness with nothing but my own thoughts. Another “specialist”? What good could they do? They already brought in the best doctors in Equestria, then that zebra witch doctor. Even Princess Twilight. None of them could do anything for me. I’m beyond help.



I don’t know how long it is later when Nurse Redheart comes back. “Good afternoon! You’ve got a special visitor today. She’s-”



Suddenly it sounds like the room explodes. “HI! HI! HI! HIIII!” a high, chirpy voice shrieks. “How’s my favorite vegetable today!?”



“Miss P-” Redheart protests.



“What? It’s his name!”



“Oh. Right.”



“When Doctor Horse came and told me you weren’t feeling good, I HAD to come see you, best buddy!” the insane mare shouts. Best buddy? We’ve never even spoken before.



“Everyone is my best friend! Didn’t you know? Duh!” I heard you could use a friend, and I said to myself, ‘Self, he already has a friend! And it’s you! Go tell your friend how much you miss seeing him smile!’”



She’s… my friend?



“Oh yeah, and I agreed with myself, so I right down here to tell you! Yep! So here it is! ‘You’re my friend, and I love all of my friends, and I care about you!’ See? Now how about a smile, huh?”



She cares about me? Smile? I can’t anymore.



“Come oooooon.” she wheedles and pokes me in the ribs. “Let’s see it! I know! How about a joke? Two cakes are baking in the oven. One cake says to the other cake, ‘What kind of cake is orange and sounds like a parrot?’ The other cake says, ‘Ahhh! A talking cake!



That’s so stupid it can’t help but be funny. But my... friend is counting on me. I can’t help but laugh. And my eyes open.



I see only pink.
      

      
   
      Trixie Invents Yoga Pants


      

      
      
         "Puffah... Poofer..."



"Pferdewortprägungsbautechnik." Twilight sighed. "So you can't read Minotaur, AJ, so what? It's hardly the end of the world."



Applejack squinted at the sign, sighed, and kicked at the curb. "I dunno, Twi. I just feel like somethin's wrong with me."



Twilight ruffled her feathers, feeling a headache coming on. That had to have been the fifteenth failed reading attempt in the last half hour. Maybe Manehattan's embassy district hadn't been the best place to conduct this experiment, but she had needed to get some princess work done, and killing two birds with one stone had seemed a good idea at the time.



"Let's try something a little more familiar. Stores are generally a good place to look!" Putting on a smile, she trotted to the next storefront past the embassy, and Applejack joined her.



"Luff... Lulla... Looler..."



"Wait." Twilight scrunched up her nose, peering at the sign. "LuluLamoon? Why is that name familiar?" She pressed her face to the glass.



Past ponnequins sporting various stylish outfits were racks of designer clothes. Beyond that was a polished wooden floor. Ponies sat or stood on mats, holding numerous contorted and possibly painful poses. Each wore colorful form-fitting clothing made of a material Twilight couldn't identify at this range. It was, in total, a cross between a designer boutique and a gym, and nothing about it made sense.



Twilight squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed at her temples.



"Dee... Dezigg..."



"Designer," Twilight mumbled into the glass. "What are they doing in there?"



Applejack hemmed and hawed at the sign. Twilight groaned and left nose streaks all over the window, unknowns eating away at her mind. A dingle signalled the door opening, and a strident voice cut the tedium.



"Trixie does not wish to be rude, but would you two mind being homeless elsewh... Oh! Why, if it isn't Princess Twilight! What a pleasant surprise to have you visit Trixie's boutique!"



The headache did not abate as Twilight corkscrewed her head to the side and beheld a familiar turquoise unicorn. Said unicorn also wore that strange form-fitting clothing, though hers was unsurprisingly star-spangled and shimmered where the others had been plain.



"Lulamoon," Twilight mumbled. "Trixie. Now stuff makes sense."



"Trixie!" Applejack's voice was, to Twilight's mind, needlessly loud. "Just what in the hay're you doin' here?"



Trixie smiled and fluttered her eyelashes. "After our latest encounter, Trixie traveled the world to find herself. A showmare no longer, she now pursues her true passion!" She posed on her hind legs, facing slightly away from them, her body twisted. "Fashion!"



Applejack looked like she'd swallowed a worm. "Uh-huh."



"Trixie also discovered the magic of yoga while visiting distant lands!" She grinned over her shoulder. "And she created this wonderful fabric for ponies who wish to broaden their minds and live healthier lifestyles! Doesn't Trixie's ass look fantastic? This line is called Full-On Luna."



Twilight looked at Trixie's ass. It was large and round, like a pair of water balloons. The stretchy, sheer fabric only highlighted its pertness. Twilight's wings flared out. Her headache became a memory.



"Uh," said Applejack.



Trixie squealed, regaining her hooves. "Oh, but you must meet someone! Lu, dear," she called into the shop, "would you come here a moment?"



A lithe brown head emerged from the door. The thin face was feminine, with small eyes and a black nose. Exotic lacy gold jewelry adorned her ears and spilled over her forehead.



"More puns, beloved?" she asked, voice carrying a soft accent. Trixie threw an arm around her neck.



Twilight struggled to furl her wings.



"Lucia, these are Trixie's Ponyville friends, Princess Twilight Sparkle and Apple, uh, sauce."



Applejack's face flattened threateningly. "Applejack."



"Yes, that one." Trixie grinned. "This is Lucia, Trixie's fiancee! She's a barasingha, and quite a talented one!" She nosed against the other mare, who regarded her with a wry smile.



"And Trixie is quite a forgetful pony," she said, "for class is not yet over! Go now!" She swatted Trixie's rear, which set it jiggling, much to Twilight's renewed chagrin. "It was a pleasure meeting you, but business calls." She nodded to them before following Trixie back into the store.



Twilight looked to Applejack, busy staring at a street sign. "What just happened?"



"Buh... Booze..."



"Bus stop!" Twilight snapped. "It says 'bus stop'!"



Applejack sighed, frowned, grunted, and tossed her hat on the ground.



"Well, that tears it, then. I'm just plum illiterate."



Twilight's headache renewed. She wished Applejack had a nicer butt.
      

      
   
      Forgiveness


      

      
      
         Celestia’s ear twitched as she heard it, swallowing the irritated groan she opened a single eye. Her ear twitching as she heard another knock. Why was it that the guards only needed her when she was so tired she couldn’t think straight anyway? She pried her other eye open and got to her hooves, grabbing her crown and haphazardly setting it on her head before opening her door. “Yes? What is it, my loyal Honed Edge?” 



The large white pegasus stallion lifted his fore leg in salute. “Princess, we have a problem.”



Celestia blinked, stretching her wings out before folding them back against her sides. “A problem? What sort of problem is it that it can not wait until after I have raised the sun?”



Honed Edge shook his head. “Princess, I think that you should follow me.” He turned and headed down the hall at a brisk trot.



Celestia sighed letting out a small yawn and followed Honed Edge down into the bowels of the palace, a place Celestia hadn’t had the need to visit in over a century. “Honed Edge, why are you leading me into the dungeon? D-did something happen?” She felt herself awaken, hoping that the day of Luna’s’s release had not been marred by something so awful as to need the use of Canterlot’s dungeon.



“It is not what you are thinking. No Princess, though it may in fact be worse.” He came to a stop before a door Celestia had hoped to never see again; the door to Death Row where ponies would stay before execution. 



Celestia strode forward. “What is going on here?”



“Your sister is within,” Honed Edge answered quietly. “Once you retired she slipped from her room and broke into the dungeons. I don’t know if she is hurt or…” He trailed off as Celestia slowly approached the door, lifting a hoof to touch it. 



Celestia’s horn glowed and she released her held breath. “Luna is unharmed, her magic is holding the door closed. I beg of you leave me here with her. If ponies have need of me, make excuses.”



Celestia smiled gently. As he trotted up the stairs Celestia looked around the hall and shivered before sitting down on her haunches. “So, an interesting place you’ve found to sleep, Luna.”



Silence 



“Why did you come down here, Luna? Was it the bed? I know that it’s softer than you are used to.”



Silence.



“Maybe the room? I tried to make it as similar to your old room as I could, though I regret having forgotten much about it. I never went into your room that often.”



Silence.



“I should have... I should have gone into your room more often, even if just to say goodnight or hello. I should have… I should have come in just to spend time with you to laugh to enjoy your company.”



Silence.



“I should have noticed! I should have seen! Oh Luna, I asked you to accept my friendship but that’s not what you need… I mean, yes, I wished to be your friend. I always wished to be!”



Silence.



“Luna, I’m so sorry I never noticed. I’m so very sorry I allowed the limelight to blind me! I never should have allowed being Princess to come between us. We were always meant to rule together and I swear that is what we will do! No more of my ruling the day and sleeping at night and you ruling the night and sleeping in the day. Please, Luna... Please rule beside me always. I want you with me, Luna. Today, tomorrow and for the rest of our lives, no matter how long that may be. Please? Come out, Luna?”



Silence.



Celestia’s ears pinned back as tears slowly began dripping from her eyes. “...Lulu, I love you.”



Click. The door slowly opened, revealing Luna. Her eyes red, the fur under her eyes wet from tears. “Y-you mean that, Tia? Everything you said?”



Celestia nodded eagerly. “Every word, Luna. Every single one... Please, you have no reason to stay in this dungeon. In fact, I pray you will never even need to set hoof down here again.”



Luna rubbed up against Celestia’s side. “Let’s go back to our room… I’m tired, Tia.” 



Celestia smiled, wrapping Luna in her wing. Having her little sister beside her in the same room was a dream come true. “Yes, Lulu. Let’s go to bed.”
      

      
   
      Mysterious Maladies


      

      
      
             It was a mostly normal day in Ponyville. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and somepony was being overly dramatic in Carousel Boutique. What was unusual, however, was that the pony in question was not Rarity. Rarity was sipping tea.

Twilight Sparkle, on the other hoof, was frazzled. “I just don’t understand it, Rarity! I don’t know of any ailment that works this way. I’ve read a dozen books both mundane and magical and nothing explains the symptoms! Applejack was fine a month ago, but every day I see her it’s getting worse. And now? Now I think I have it, too!”



“Let me see if I understand you correctly,” Rarity said softly. “When Applejack is alone, she is fine. When she is with other ponies, she is fine. When she is around you, you notice that she becomes nervous.”



“I didn’t say nervous, did I? I have the list right here. She first showed signs of minor aphasia. I thought little of it at the time. Maybe she was just tired. But it didn’t go away.”



“You told me this already, darling. And you can think of no other reason for this besides fatigue?” Rarity took another sip of her tea to conceal her faint smile.



“I can think of plenty of reasons! Except she doesn’t have seizures. She hasn’t done anything that could cause a concussion. She doesn’t recall any odd magical explosions or strange plants or anything like that! And that’s only the first symptom. After that, I started paying closer attention. Her ears flicker all over the place. Her gait becomes less controlled. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore and told her I needed to examine her! Her heart was racing, she wasn’t breathing deeply enough, and her tail wouldn’t stay still. And then?” Twilight inhaled deeply, “Then, I realized that I was suddenly experiencing the same thing. And every time I see her, it comes rushing back! What if I’m infected? What if I just spread it to you? Everypony in Equestria could be at risk unless I can figure this out!”



Now, some ponies in Equestria might show sympathy for their friend’s clear distress. Rarity was not one of those ponies. Rarity? She giggled. Twilight glared at her.



“How can you make light of this? This is serious!”



Rarity reached across the table to take Twilight’s hoof. “You are right, Twilight. It is serious. But not in the way you think." Rarity rose from the table, and nodded briskly. "Well, I know what the cure is. Come with me.”



Twilight’s worry transformed instantly to curiosity. “You know? Then tell me!”



Rarity hmmphed and shook her head. “You will see. Follow, and no talking.” The two went into Ponyville proper, making their way through the streets and towards the center of town.



“The marketplace?” Twilight broke the silence as Rarity led her through the small crowd of ponies shopping for food and more. “What’s in the marketplace?”



“Ah, ah, ah! What did I say? No talking!” They crossed the market towards a familiar stall, and Rarity stopped before it. “Big Macintosh, can you do without Applejack for a moment? We must speak with her.”



“Eeeyup.”



“Very good. Come here please, Applejack.”



“Now hold yer horses, Rarity. What’s this about?”



“Just come. You will understand.” Rarity waited impatiently for Applejack to exit, and then led the trio beneath a tree. “Twilight. Are you experiencing the symptoms now?”



Twilight silently nodded her head. Applejack took one look at Twilight, and scuffed a hoof in the dirt.



“It is true, then!” Rarity’s voice shook with ardor, “You two HAVE been afflicted by a most dreadful malady! There is but one cure. Twilight, you must kiss Applejack, or it will only grow worse!”



“Kiss her?! But -” 



“No buts, Twilight! Do it!” Applejack said nothing, just stood there with her mouth open, lips moving, but no words coming out. Twilight took one last look at Rarity, and then sighed and leaned in. Their lips met, tentatively. They drew back moments later, blushing.



The second time, there was no hesitation.



It was a mostly normal day in Ponyville. The sun shone, the birds chirped, and two little ponies happily planned their very first date.
      

      
   
      Like Wildfire


      

      
      
         "That's not fair!" Shining Armor yelped, following his father down the hall. "How come she gets to stay in bed all day, while I have to go shovel the front yard?"



Nightlight, a steaming bowl of soup floating in his magical grasp, spared the colt a glance. "For the eighteenth time: Twilight is sick. She's in no condition to be outside in the snow."



"Hey, I've been doing math homework all morning. How am I supposed to work after torture like that?"



"Diligently," Nightlight shot back with a grin. He pushed open the door to his daughter's room. "Twily, honey, how are you feeling?"



At the end of the room, Twilight looked like some sort of tissue-based monster. Her bed was covered with them, and three empty boxes lay on the floor next to her. She held one up to her bright-red muzzle and blew, producing a sound that seemed better suited for a manticore than an filly. "Fine," she muttered through a cough. "I really think I'm getting bett—achoo!"



"See?" Shining said. "She's getting better! She can totally help shovel!"



Nightlight rolled his eyes. He cantered up to Twilight and rested the bowl of soup on the tray sitting on her lap. "Here. Made special, for my little princess."



Twilight sniffled and sipped at the soup. "Thanks, daddy. This tastes gre—achoo!" A wave of soup went flying across the bed, soaking into her blanket of tissues. She offered Nightlight a sheepish grin.



Nightlight cringed, but offered a smile. "I'm glad you like it. I'll be in the kitchen if you need me." Twilight nodded, and Nightlight moved to the door. He cast back one last look. "As for you, Shining: if that yard isn't clear in an hour, then..." He chuckled. "Let's just say that we own some math textbooks." He left the room.



Shining pouted and hopped onto Twilight's bed. "This is so stupid," he muttered. "I work from 8 to 3 every single day, and now he wants me to work on Saturdays?"



"You better listen to him," Twilight warned. "He bought me a calculus book yester—achoo!"



"Why you get to sit here and eat soup while I'm out in the cold?. What's stopping you from picking up a shovel?"



Twilight lifted a spoonful of soup to her lips and shrugged. "I dunno—achoo!" Her spoon went flying across the bed, whacking into the side of Shining's face. She rubbed the back of her head and chuckled. "Sorry, Shiny."



"It's fine," he said, wiping his fur. Shining's eyes went wide for a moment. "Hey, I just got an idea!"



"Huh? What do you—hey!" Twilight sunk back into her pillows as Shining scrambled across the bed and stood over her. "What are you doing?"



"Sneeze on me!"



"What? Why?"



"If I can get sick, I can just sit in bed all day and read comics!" Shining grinned. "So sneeze!"



"Uh, okay..."



The two sat. Shining stared at his sister. Twilight did her best to do everything but look at him. After a few minutes had passed and nothing had come, Shining allowed himself another frown. "Well? What are you waiting for?"



"I can't just make myself sneeze!" Twilight yelped, cheeks pink. "It just happens!"



Shining growled and hopped off the bed. "Ugh, I hate this! You've been sneezing all day, and now you can't?"



"Achoo!"



"Oh, come on!" Shining screamed. He sighed and fell to his rump. "This sucks."



Twilight gasped at his curse. But instead of calling for their father to report his crime, she just cast a soft glance toward her brother. "Listen, Shiny. I know how much you hate doing chores. But trying to get yourself sick to avoid doing them is just... stupid. And kinda weird."



"So, what then?" Shining asked. "What are you saying?"



"I'm saying that, well, sometimes hard work is rewarding! And it can be fun, too!" Twilight smiled. "I know that you're super strong, Shiny. You can work hard! And if you still don't want to, then... will you do it for me?"



The two locked eyes, and took a moment to share a glance. Shining rolled his eyes. "Maybe you're right."



Twilight gasped. "Serio—achoo!"



"Yeah, you are right: trying to get myself sick was too easy. I need to work harder to avoid doing my chores!" Shining ran to the door. "I'll see you later. I'm gonna jump off my bed and see if I can sprain my ankle." He ran out.



Twilight lifted a hoof. "That's not what I—achoo!"
      

      
   
      A Medicine That Works


      

      
      
         The mare in the photo on the wall smiled selfishly back at her daughter through a thin pane of glass.  The house felt empty without Ma around, even though the sounds of a newborn foal kept most of the family company.  But it didn't comfort the older filly.  She just pretended that baby wasn't even a thing.



It was a darn good thing Granny was there to help out with the young'un.  Nopony expected what happened, and they'd even done things up right this time and had the baby in Ponyville General.  Ma passed just the same.  Granny said sometimes things were just meant to be, even when they were bad things, but Applejack didn't like that kind of talk.  Nothin' should ever be this bad for nopony.



It wasn't long after before Pa caught ill.  All the kinfolk were still shaken up from what happened with Ma.  Goldie came over to help with the baby while Granny tended to Pa, and a couple cousins helped the kids finish the harvest.  Big Mac did most of the work, of course, but AJ pushed herself mighty hard too, mostly to forget stuff for a while.  She couldn't stick around the house much because she hated that baby with a fiery passion.  Course, she'd always wanted a li'l sis, just like anypony—but that don't change the fact that little brat took Ma away from her in a sorry heartbeat.  Maybe you couldn't blame a baby, but that didn't matter.  She'd have thrown that squirmy little thing into the pits of Tartarus just to get Ma back.  And now with Pa bein' ill, it was just too-much on top of too-much-already.



Pa's fever kept returning and he couldn't move or eat.  He could drink, at least.  He could down medicine, too, and they sure as sugar tried all kinds.  First the nurses and doctors came, and then the unicorns with their fancy magic.  A lot of Apple Family goodwill had been holed up in Ponyville over the decades, so everypony wanted to help if'n they could.  Besides, the very idea of a couple of kids losin' both parents at the same time was enough to bring ponies from miles yonder.  Heck, Princess Celestia herself showed up and tried to fix Pa, but for all her flashy magic she could only make the fever break for a couple days.



Things got desperate fast.  They even let some crazy striped horse with a weird mane show up and offer some Pa some hoodoo slop, and Granny insisted they try it too, even though it was madder than a March hare to trust somepony lookin' like that.  Kinda funny though, that was the only stuff that seemed to make Pa feel any better.  But just like all the rest, it didn't stop the fever from comin' back.



They never found out what the malady was.  That was the worst part of all, really.  Two times in a row now, and each time all the fanciest science and magic around wasn't a lick of help to nopony.  Granny swore Pa died from a broken heart, but AJ knew better.  That's just somethin' you say to stop a foal from cryin' when her whole world's been burned to ash.



It took some time before Applejack could forgive the baby for her part, but one day she finally up and realized Apple Bloom would never even get to meet Ma or Pa, and it tore her up inside, and she cried.  That little baby was just a victim like everypony else.



AJ and Mac had to grow up faster'n anypony should, but they did it for Ma and Pa.  Eventually they were takin' care of the farm all on their own, even the harvest.  And that little sister grew up to be the best little sister in all of creation, and they all agreed to mourn Ma on Pa's day of rest instead so the filly could have a proper birthday like she deserved.



It still ain't normal, though.  Not yet.  It just gets a little bit easier with each passin' year, and the one-two punch of honest living plus the love of friends and family has fixed up that young mare's soul pretty well.  Most of the time, anyhow.



But in the end, that's just what it takes.  There ain't no injury or malady out there worse than sorrow, and the only medicine that works, is time.
      

      
   
      The Smeasles


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle had the smeasles. 



I have the smeasles, she thought snuggly, allowing each word to slot into place. Oh dear. 



The smeasles can be a very upsetting ailment to have. At first it’s not so bad. Just some mild sweating and anxiety. Then the coughing comes. If your depression worsens or you have thoughts of suicide. It’s pretty bad standing on a stone and looking alone. 



You always, always know you have the smeasles.



What’s worse, you know there’s nothing you can do about it. 



Twilight Sparkle had the smealses. 



Her prayers to Apollo begging rest won’t wash away the tears. 



She looked around her room, noting the dimly rising temperature. A visit to the doctor won’t help. But it would be something to do. A waste of time.



She’ll be wasting just as much time here. Stuck in a smeasly sorrow. 



She levitated a saddlebag to her and rushed out the door, distraught hairs whiffling with the wind. 



“I have the smealses!” she shouted through town. The ponies glanced at her oddly. 



Twilight Sparkle had the smealses. She was sure of it. What’s more, she knew of no remedy.







“You have the smeasles,” said the doctor dully. “No doubt about it.”



“I know.” A short huff hit her throat. “I want to know how to get rid of them!”



“Mm, well...” The doctor consulted the cover of a Better Homes and Gardens magazine lying beside them. “Rest is best. Wait for the thing to blow over. There’s nothing I can give you to help with that.”



Twilight groaned.



“Isn’t there someone I can go to for help?”



“A psychologist might be able to help you.”



Her solid grin groaned again. 







“Tell me how you feel about that?” she said sympathetically.



“How I feel about feeling sick?” she asked redundantly. 



“Why, yes. What is the deeper emotional trauma you’re here to uncover?”



“I have the smealses, okay! I just want to get better! But I know I can’t.”



“So, would you say the source of your stress is this disease, then?”



“Ya.”



“And this disease is the smeasles?”



“Correct.”



“Ah, mm, mwakay. Here. Take this.” She tossed her a bottle of rattle. 



“Um, okay,” Twilight said, catching it. “What’s in it?”



“Pills.”



“Okay...”



“Take one when you get home. And every day after that.”



“Uh... what are they?”



“Xemyberofentrol Pseudenefren.”



“I’ve never heard of that.”



“It’s for smealses.”



“Really?”



“Yes, really.”







Twilight Sparkle popped a pill into her mouth and swallowed.



“Eckt,” she bittered. “Hey, I don’t have the smealses any more!” she said brightly. 



Twilight Sparkle was thus cured of the smealses.



A very dangerous disease indeed. It’s one of the many magical ailments that can befall a unicorn. It’s nature is rather diabolical. And there isn’t any cure. 



Actually, I think Star Swirl the Bearded died of the smealses. I’d have to check his biography to be sure, though. 



It’s nature is simple: The smealses is a disease which makes you believe you have an incurable disease called the smealses. 
      

      
   
      Sisterly Love


      

      
      
             Rarity squinted at the fabric before her, sliding it smoothly through the rumbling sewing machine.

               It was dark blue, of course. Eclair Creme's golden mane and powder blue coat needed something darker to accent it.

   The mechanical needle pierced the fabric over and over, leaving smooth, straight stiches. It was a slow, soothing rhythm. 

   Still, she wished the needle would would move faster. 

   Her workspace was in disarray. Bundles of fabric were scattered across the floor. Sketches had been hastily taped to the walls. Spools of thread had rolled onto the floor.

   It was the dresses. So many dresses. Dozens of the fanciest nobles and elegantest  Manehatteaners all wanted them. And they didn't want anypony to make them. No, they wanted the personal friend of a princess, world-saver-several-times-over, and newest top fashion designer to make them. Dresses with billowing skirts, with frilly embroidery, gravity-defying headdresses. Complicated dresses.

   Rarity bent forward to peer closer at the fabric. For a moment she could have sworn the stitches were crooked...no, they were perfectly straight.

    Shadows pranced about the room, and her throat ached. 

   But that was normal. As long as she kept herself on a tight, no interruptions schedule, everything would be fine. The spring balls were almost over. Everything would be just fin-

    The door suddenly burst open with a deafening bang, and a little filly ran in, pink and purple curls bouncing. 

    "Hi Rarity!" she shouted.

    "Hello Sweetie Belle," Rarity muttered.

    "What're you doing?" Sweetie Belle asked cheerfully.

    "Sewing, Sweetie. I am a seamstress. I make dresses." Rarity curtly replied.

    "But you've been making dresses this whole week! And today's Thursday, remember? You promised to give me cooking lessons on Thursday!"

    "I'm busy." 

    "But Rarity..." Sweetie Belle complained.

    "Sweetie Belle, don't whine. Go up to your room, or play outside or...or go destroy things with your crusader friends! Just leave me alone to work for a while!" Rarity begged.

    Sweetie Belle grumbled a bit and trotted out of the room, heedlessly slamming the door behind her.

    Rarity sighed, and went back to work, her throbbing head forecasting the beginnings of a migraine. 

   Everything would be back to normal as soon as she finished the dresses. Then maybe she'd sleep...and teach Sweetie Belle how to not burn orange juice...

   A sudden smell invaded her nostrils, bitter and acrid. A bit like something had burnt. Of course, this morning she thought she had smelt nonexistent turnips but-

   Something -an alarm- started to beep loudly. She'd heard that alarm before, hadn't she? It was from when...when Sweetie Belle tried to cook.

    She raced from the room, bursting into the kitchen, where Sweetie Belle was attempting to throw water on a plate of black, charredness, smoke everywhere.

    Rarity thrust the plate into the water-filled sink, and slammed open the windows open.

    She turned to Sweetie Belle, her expression steely.

    "I've told you never to cook without me." she said, her voice cold.

    "I know," Sweetie Belle whispered,"but-"

    "But what, Sweetie Belle?" Rarity asked,"What     was so important that you wanted to risk killing yourself? To disrupt the little time I've got to finish my dress orders? What was so-"

    "The dresses aren't even important!" Sweetie Bell shouted.

    "Not important!" Rarity shouted back. "They're my livelihood!"

    "Well, that doesn't mean you have to spend your entire life sewing!" Sweetie Belle retorted. "I barely even get to see you!"

    "I'm a busy mare! I've got more dresses to make then time-"

     "Time?" Sweetie Belle laughed, "Time? Twilight's a princess with a big fancy castle, and she still has more time for me than you!"

     Rarity opened her mouth, ready to scream at Sweetie Belle to go to her room, when suddenly a thousand tiny black dots danced in front of her eyes, and the floor seemed very close.







    When she woke up, the softness of her bed greeted her, and her head didn't hurt quite so much. 

    The first thing she saw was her workspace, clean and neat, every ribbon and bow tidied up.

    The second thing she saw was Sweetie Belle, staring at her with wide eyes. 

    "Rarity?"

    "Sweetie?"

    "Rarity, everyone came...and...tidying...the doctor...little pills-" Sweetie Belle whispered, eyes wet.

    "It's alright Sweetie, I'm alright."Rarity whispered."And...I'm sorry I said all those awful things."

    "Me too." Sweetie Belle sniffled.

    Rarity gave a weak smile. "I guess sisterly love is the best medicine."
      

      
   
      The Worst Medicine


      

      
      
         "Thank you for your quick response, Princess."



"Of course, Doctor. I'm very anxious to see these results of yours," Twilight Sparkle said, her voice tired and grave. "And please, call me Twilight."



Twilight was following the doctor down a sterile corridor with fluorescent lights and white walls. The many doors in the walls were all closed. The occasional nurse or doctor half-trotting this or that way didn't even acknowledge the royalty walking down the hall. Twilight preferred it that way – she knew they were all very busy.



"As you wish, Twilight," the doctor answered. "I must warn you, though; don't get your hopes up."



"I understand, Doctor." She didn't, not really. There must be something they could do. There had to be.








After a long elevator ride downward and another corridor, they reached a flat, red door. Two unicorn guards stood on either side of it, both of them wearing modern full-body armour and armed with mana rifles. They looked straight ahead as the doctor lit up his horn and entered a code on a small panel.



It bleeped in response, and the door hissed and slid up. The doctor walked inside, and Twilight followed him after hesitating just a second.



The room on the other side was large and circular, with a multitude of panels and screens placed along the wall. Five ponies in white coats were reading papers and staring at figures on the screens.



In the centre of the room, a thick glass wall created an isolated chamber. Twilight looked away.



"Over here."  The doctor was walking leftward, and Twilight hurried after him. He stopped at a desk on with a thick pile of papers. The desk stood just in front of the glass wall, and Twilight stared very hard at those papers.



"These are all the results."



"Could you give me a rundown?"



"Right." The doctor picked up the papers in his magic, riffling through them rapidly.



"First off, her values – virtually all of them – are deviating from the standard by an obscene amount."



"About how much?" Twilight interrupted.



"If she was a regular pony, she'd be dead."



Twilight took a slow breath.



"Continue."



"She won't touch the food we give her, and like the others she does not sleep, nor rest. This specimen is more active than the average – she keeps kicking the glass. We believe there to be a link between aggressiveness and either physical condition or lifestyle. And finally, the blood samples confirmed our expectations. It's a parasite causing all this."



Twilight nodded.



"Is that all?"



"You asked for a summary. Details are in here." He levitated the stack of papers over to Twilight, who took them in her own magic.



"Thank you, doctor," Twilight managed with a shaky voice. She turned to leave.



"One more thing, Princess."



Twilight froze.



"This project is at an end. We've got what we wanted."



"Please don't," she thought.



"You are in charge, so you must order the shut-down. Which includes terminating the subject."



Twilight turned toward the doctor. His face showed no emotion.



"You want me to kill her." Not a question.



"She's already dead."



"Are you sure? What about the Magical Resonance Imaging?"



"The MRI showed neural activity, sure. But there's no structure, no patterns. The neurons are firing at random. If she's still conscious, she's going through hell. This would be an act of mercy."



"There has to be something, anything –" Twilight began.



"There is no medicine that can fix this." His voice was hard, impatient. "This is the only option."



"Also the worst option."



"With all due respect, your highness; you have to give the order. The Ponyville Outbreak has been contained, but she is a major threat to all of Equestria. Emotions must not be allowed to rule in this matter."



"She is my friend!" Twilight snapped.



"3000 ponies died, Twilight. We've all lost somepony."



Twilight looked inside the glass cage. Rainbow Dash was standing near the middle, glaring straight at her with sunk-in eyes. Crouched down, wings flared, waiting to pounce. She was thin, starving, and her once-brilliant colours were dulled with dirt and dried blood. From her open mouth, a stream of black, thick saliva trickled down her cheek. The only movement was her heaving chest.



Their eyes met, and Rainbow Dash gave a muffled roar and charged head first into the glass wall. It didn't bulge.



Twilight was crying. She took a breath.



"Do it."
      

      
   
      Unforgettable


      

      
      
         "Twilight, please drink some tea," Princess Celestia said.



Her student sat before her in a sorry state, bedraggled, stick-thin, and twitching with worry. "Prin— I mean, Celestia, this isn't the time for tea! I need to know what happened to her! Why isn't she here? Why—"



Celestia held up a hoof, and Twilight fell silent. The senior princess sighed and looked Twilight straight in the eye, and for the first time that evening, Twilight saw that deep down, Celestia was just as worried as she was. "You need to drink something. They told me you haven't eaten in days."



Twilight drank. The tea cup shook in the grip of her magic, but she spilled almost none of it. "What happened to Rainbow Dash?"



After a moment of dead silence, Celestia sighed. "We took her to the Royal Canterlot Hospital to give her treatment for the mental trauma inflicted by the star creature. The treatment was a success and she'll be returning to Ponyville tomorrow."



It took a few seconds for Twilight to comprehend Celestia's words. "How? I tried to fix it for days and I completely ran out of ideas! The damage is too deep in her psyche for me to work over without making it worse!"



"We used the Lethe ritual."



The teacup dropped from Twilight's grasp, almost hitting the floor before Celestia caught it. Twilight stared at Celestia with pinprick pupils and pointed a hoof in her direction. "No. You didn't! After all the scandals about it and the correspondence we shared, the conclusions we agreed on, you'd just go back on all of that and subject her to that vile spell without telling me?!"



"Twilight, please calm down! For her sake, let me explain!"



Twilight grit her teeth and took a deep, loud breath. "You have one minute before... before I throw you out of the castle."



"The clinic that brought the ritual to our attention used an extremely powerful memory erasure for profit, in order for their customers to soothe the pain of their failed relationships. Despite the technical lack of malpractice, all of us agreed to legislate and regulate them out of business—"



"Because Cadance pointed out that it's foalish and short-sighted to never endure a breakup the traditional way. It damages our equinity and stunts our emotional growth."



"But the four of us hadn't accounted for instances like this. You made it clear that Rainbow Dash couldn't function after the attack, that she completely shuts down every time she's reminded of you, let alone in your presence. And yet you kept trying to treat her afterwards for so often, wearing yourself down, that we had to take matters into our own hooves."



Tears welled up in Twilight's eyes, and she started to sob. Celestia caught her in her forelegs and let her bury her face in Celestia's shoulder. "Of all the ways it could have hurt us, why did it have to be this one? I kept trying to find another way to help her, some way that wasn't... that."



"She hasn't forgotten you."



"Yes, she has! If you went through with the Lethe ritual like you said, you had to have gone deep down and eliminated everything having to do with me, scrubbing out every last trigger. I tried to take half-measures, and every time the memories I spared overtook her and put us back at square one."



Celestia patter Twilight on her back, between her ratty, neglected wings. "Twilight, Luna was able to figure out a way."



"...of course." Twilight exposed her eyes again. "Her dreams. She'd be able to get a better scope of the situation. I wish I'd asked her."



"It truly is a shame that your love for each other had to be corrupted this way, but in the rare instance when she thought back to the days before that first kiss, the dream was perfectly pleasant."



Twilight gasped. "You mean—?"



Celestia smiled and nodded. "She will remember you, but as a friend. And even Cadance told me that the love you two shared was strong and pure, and may yet start anew, given time and care."



Gears started turning in Twilight's head, and her face brightened like a wilted flower reverting back to a healthy bloom. "Y-yeah, that's something I can work with. I just wish she had a say about it."



"Luna got permission, actually. She didn't want you killing yourself over her."



"Oh..."



"Now please, let me make you something to eat."


      

      
   
      Reflection


      

      
      
         There is an oft’ repeated phrase, words to the tune of “time heals all wounds”. Their origin has been lost to the most ponies, who continue to echo blindly the assertions of those past.



T'was sister who first spoke those words. For all her wisdom, I do not hold them to be right. The wounds remain. In time the mind, protecting its sanity, covers them with scar tissue and the pain lessens. But it never leaves.



I ask not that you trust me on this. Take this room for your example.



It’s small, only a few metres in each direction. It sits perched at the top of a tree on the edge of a forest, composed entirely of the forest’s flesh save for the nails of iron that hold it together.



The filly inside is in no state to appreciate the irony. Curled into a corner, wings held tight against her sides, she looks about as small as it’s possible for a pegasus to get. She’s tired, not from the race she ran earlier today, or her falls, her failures to fly, or even from the long, lonely canter-half-gallop through the dusk to the room she now finds herself in.



That is not to say that these did not take their toll.



Tears leak from beneath closed eyelids, and a clamped muzzle stifles a faint, quietening whimper. Her breathing slows, her eyes close, but the muscles do not relax. This world fades and another begins, and she finds herself now atop a hill, grassy plains racing to eternity all around her.



Two ponies stand in-front of her.



They do not appear before her in the strict sense of the word, for this is the realm of thoughts and memories and she has long since forgotten what they look like. They are something else; comprised not of flesh and bone but vague, aged recollections.



A blurred face looking down on her through a film of tears. The warm embrace of legs large enough to wrap around her tiny frame. An affectionate nuzzle, reassuring nuzzle, on the back of the neck.



Above all, they are present in their absence.



She stands still, contemplating the eternity of mere moments she’s been here.



Moments pass, a hundred thoughts into the future.



And then a voice calls out her name, faintly, as if from a great distance or height, from a place just out of view.



She doesn't understand. This is hers, her dream, and these voices are not of her making. They shouldn't be here, don’t belong.



There are more voices now, and they grow louder, more insistent, coming from each and every direction until space and sound become indistinguishable, a cacophony of existence that slowly fades to oblivion. She closes her eyes…



… and opens them once more to the confines of that small, wooden room.



There are two other ponies there, now. 



They are real, flesh and blood, and the familiar sound of their voices as they call her name banish the last remnants of a now forgotten dream.



They have known each other for ‘nary a few summers. They are not the ponies that she lost. They never tried to be, and never will be. 



She doesn't care. That’s what makes them special. 



And somehow, in spite of everything she slowly stands, taller, fuller, and they embrace.



Sister once said that time heals all wounds.



She may not have been so wrong after all.
      

      
   
      A Bitter Pill to Swallow


      

      
      
         "Where have you been?"



Pound looked up from the door and saw Carrot had the "disapproving father"-look. Cup entered the room and gave them the "distressed mother"-look.



It was going to be another one of those nights.



"I was out, okay?"



"No, it's not okay." Carrot shook his head. "We've been worried sick."



"I told you not to wait up," Pound mumbled. His wings shot open as he flew up the stairs.



"Pound Cake!" Cup cried out. "We've told you no flying inside the shop!"



"You listen to your mother, young--"



A slamming door ended that conversation. Carrot and Cup gave each other the "worried parent"-look.








Pound fell into his bed and scowled. They just don't get it. They'd never get it.



"Hey, bro."



Pound looked up at the vent connecting his room to the one next door.



"...Hey, sis."



"Mom and Dad giving you a hard time?" Pumpkin's voice echoed through the vent with a tinny resonance.



"No more than usual."



"You make it worse for yourself, y'know."



"They don't get it, and you don't, either!" Pound tried to balance emotion and volume. "You're their perfect little girl who never messes anything up!"



"Don't go making this about me!" Her voice was more firm than Pound expected. "It's not my fault you can't talk to them."



Pound's wings flared out in frustration. "They don't know what it's like."



"You think I don't get it? I never had somepony to teach me magic."



"Yeah, but they don't keep you from using it." Pound swung his hoof, gesturing to nopony. "You can use magic to bake, like, a thousand things at once, but the second my hooves leave the ground, it's 'No flying in the shop!'"



"You're exaggerating."



"Only a little..."



Silence passed between them as they considered what to say next.



"...Where do you go?"



Pound looked up at the vent again, a pointless habit he couldn't quite shake.



"It's never the same place. I just pick a direction and... fly till my wings hurt."



"So, you soar until you're sore?"



Pound hoped Pumpkin didn't hear him choke down a laugh. "That-That's not funny."



The twins each knew the other was secretly smiling. Bad jokes were the second-best way to get them laughing.



Pound let out a breath. "I wish Pinkie was here."



"Yeah," Pumpkin said quietly. "Me, too. But at least she visits us, sometimes."



Pound scoffed. "Sure, whenever Cheese Sandwich decides it's time to come back to Ponyville."



"Hey, I like Uncle Cheese!"



"Yeah, yeah," he said with a roll of his eyes. "We all love Uncle Cheesy Bread. It's just..."



"I know what you mean."



Pound once again thanked whatever twin telepathy they had. He was never very good with words.



"You should talk to them."



Pumpkin's voice was so soft, Pound questioned if he imagined it.



"They'll understand, if you give 'em a chance," she finished.



"Mom and Dad are earth ponies," Pound said. "They may be fine with putting down roots, but I'm a pegasus. I can't stand being cooped up in one place. I'm not meant to."



"So tell them. I'll help you."



Pound slowly smiled, and didn't care if it was a secret or not.



"But you gotta promise to come back and visit, okay?" She was definitely smiling now. "You know we'd all miss you."



"Alright, I promise."



"Pinkie promise."



Pound shook his head, but smiled as they recited it together.



"Cross my heart; Hope to fly; Stick a cupcake in my eye."



Their laughs mixed together as they continued through the night.








"You're sure you packed everything, son?" Carrot loaded the last suitcase onto the train.



"Yeah, Dad," Pound said. "Mom made sure." He turned to give Cup a smile.



Cup gave him a bone-crushing hug. Not as bad as Pinkie's, but still. Despite the embarrassment coloring his face, Pound returned the hug.



"Have fun in Manehatten, bro." Pumpkin jumped into the hug.



"But not too much fun," Carrot said. "You need to study, too."



"I know, Dad," Pound managed to say. "I won't mess this up."



Carrot joined in the family hug until it was time to board. Pound stuck his head out the window and waved.



"Bye, Mom! Bye, Dad! Bye, Sis!"



"Good-bye, son!"



"We love you, dear!"



"Don't forget to write!"



Next stop: Manehatten, and from there, the Manehatten Culinary Institute. Pound gave his family one last smile. They were giving him the "we're proud of you"-look.



Now that's a look he could get used to.
      

      
   
      Daring Do is the best medicine!


      

      
      
         "Oh yeah! Another fast flying practice for the wonderbolts camp!" Rainbow shouted with excitement as she flew 80 mph through the variety of weather related tasks and rotating objects. 



"Be careful Rainbow,What if something happens to you? What if you get hurt or sick?" Fluttershy said worriedly,prepared with a blanket and a water bottle hovering 5 feet up in the air ready to catch rainbow dash if her wings were to fail. 



"I'll be fine Fluttershy! You HAVE to stop your worrying here, i mean this is me you're talking about; One of the fastest fliers in Equestria!" She continued to fly with her back towards the ground as she entered through the snow,wind,rain and heat while dodging floating tables,chairs and dishes heading towards her. 



"Rainbow dash lookout!!" Fluttershy screamed out of fear,causing rainbow dash to nearly miss crashing into a flying plate heading towards her face and went flying straight to the border where the heat and snowy areas meet in a small section of the Everfree Forest.








Rainbow opened her eyes to a blurred vision of Daring Do  standing in front of her on Fluttershy’s bed. 

“Oh Rainbow! you're awake!” Daring whispered still in the state of shock and worry.

“Daring? What are you doing here,Where am i?” Rainbow asked suddenly frightened and confused until it hit her. “oh no oh no oh no! Don’t tell me today was the day you were visiting ponyville? I thought it was next month!” She unexpectedly shouts across the room and breaks into a coughing fit, triggering the animals to scatter.



“Sorry…” a whisper like voice comes into the bedroom with a cup of steaming camomile tea. “Its all my fault” she continued “if i hadn't worried so much or screamed you probably could have gotten seriously injured and now thanks to me you have a high fever” Fluttershy spoke up a bit more towards the end of her apology as she put the cup of tea on the bedside table.







“Fluttershy,its not your fault; i was the one who wasn’t paying attention and didn't listen to your concerns i mean yeah i was caught off guard from your scream but thats only because you were concerned for me. Thanks.” Said Rainbow dash 



“Now that this love festival is over how about we celebrate with...THIS!” Daring Do smirked as she took out 3 copies of her latest book ‘Daring Do and The Mess at Mirror-lake!’



“Aww. Thank you.” Fluttershy handed the book to dash and then walked over to put it on a near by shelf.

“Thank you!!” Rainbow squealed excitedly. “Ow. My throat hurts.” she whimpered before breaking out into another coughing storm and putting the book down two a foot away towards her hooves near the end of the bed.



“Here,Drink some of your tea,take slow sips. It’s very hot.” Fluttershy warned Dash,holding the cup as she took sips.

 






A few moments later Applejack,Rarity,Twilight and Pinkie knocked on the wooden door of the small cottage.

“Come in girls.” said Fluttershy

“How is she doing daring,is she hurt? I bought her something special before i came, i hope its okay.” Rarity told Fluttershy as she entered the cottage with the rest of the ponies.

“Hey everypony!” Pinkie shouted with excitement “Guess what i found for Rainbow at the market before i came here!”







The ponies shrugged and Pinkie pointed her hoof to Daring who was talking to Rainbow in the next room and whispered “Her new book!”

They gasped with surprise before speaking all at once “Thats what i got her!”

Fluttershy slowly backed away trying to leave the scene quietly.



“Fluttershy!” Twilight called over to the small group of ponies

“Y-yes..?” Fluttershy hid between her wings 

“Pinkie came up with a brilliant idea!” Twilight whispered

“Yep i did!” Pinkie shouted quietly

“Wh-what is it?” Said Fluttershy slowly coming out of her wings

“Lets Make the book real for her! Surely Rainbow must be too tired to actually read the book and we all have a copy,so why not?” Pinkie bounced around excitedly.



“Sure,she'll love it.” Smiled Fluttershy
      

      
   