
      A Wizard's Tale


      

      
      
         The wizard’s head shot off his pillow as he smiled to the rising sun. His purple robes and hat flew across the room to meet him as he leapt from his bed, dressing him in midair. He landed and struck a dramatic pose, his beard billowing in a breeze that was not actually there. Truly he was ready to take on any challenge that dared stand against him.



“Prepare yourself, world,” the wizard said proudly, “Starbeard the Swirly has arrived!”








Starswirl the Bearded emerged from his chambers and almost ran into the eager pony that had been waiting for him.



“Hello, Starbeard,” he grumbled.



“Good morning, brother!” Starbeard said far more enthusiastically than should be allowed so early in the day. “It is a beautiful day for magic!”



Starswirl mumbled something that might have been affirmative and proceeded down the hall. A mass of purple and grey blew past him.



“Come, brother!” Starbeard said with his hoof held high. “There are discoveries to be made and wonders to behold! They shall not wait for us forever!” He leapt through the open window and out into the world.



Starswirl shook his head and closed the window with his magic, silently chiding himself. It was his own fault for leaving that window open, after all.



At least they were only on the second floor today.








“I have an important assignment for you,” Starswirl said.



Starbeard shot a hoof into the air. “Then I shall carry out this task with the utmost diligence and efficacy!” He slumped slightly as he raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”



“The phoenices have congregated in the wooded area near the city and have claimed it as their nesting ground,” Starswirl explained. “As you know, a proper census must be kept of the phoenix population. Let us be grateful that their reproductive cycles are measured in centuries, lest they overrun the entire country.”



“Yes, of course,” Starbeard said, nodding, “but, why send me?”



“Phoenices are quite protective of their young, and even those with an affinity for animal care must be cautious.” Starswirl gave him a grave look. “As they are magical creatures, a wizard such as yourself is required to carry out this task.”



Starbeard nodded and took on an expression of solemnity. “Then I swear by the light of Celestia’s moustache, I shall not fail you!” He gazed off into the distance heroically.



“Starbeard,” Starswirl said flatly, “for the last time, Princess Celestia does not have a moustache.”



“She truly must consider my offer,” Starbeard said with a roll of his eyes. “Imagine it, brother: a prismatic moustache, flowing in the ethereal wind. It would be glorious!”



Starswirl merely shook his head.



“I’d offer one to Princess Luna as well, but I fear it would not stand out against her coat.”



“Yes,” Starswirl said obligingly, “it is the color of her coat that makes a moustache illogical.”



“I am glad you agree.” Starbeard turned to make his leave. “I shall return when I have completed my assignment.”



“Yes, very good, Starbeard.” Starswirl watched him leave and let out a breath.



That should buy him a few hours of peace.







Starswirl did not look up at the sound of the door to his study being opened. He kept his eyes trained on the parchment before him, a quill scribbling on the page in his golden magical grip, even as the hoofsteps coming from behind him drew closer.



Perhaps if he did not acknowledge the sound, it would spontaneously disappear and leave him be.



“Brother!” Starbeard shouted, almost directly into his ear. “I have returned!”



Starswirl’s quill stopped as his body clenched. “Welcome back, Starbeard.” His body slowly relaxed, and the quill resumed its writing.



“I am here to report that all of the newborn phoenixes—”



“‘Phoenices’.”



“Yes, all of the newborn phoenices have been counted, and the census has been updated accordingly.” Starbeard paused for a moment. “What is the proper term for a newborn phoenix?”



“A ‘nixling’,” Starswirl said, still not looking away from his paper. “Derived from the words ‘phoenix’ and ‘hatchling’.”



“Ahh.” Starbeard nodded to himself as he added the new word to his vocabulary. “If there are no other assignments, I shall be on my way.”



“Thank you, Starbeard.” His voice was gradually devolving into little more than frustrated grunts.



“And you shall be pleased to know that I have nearly put out all of the fires.”



“Yes, yes. Very good.”



Relieved to hear his door close behind him, Starswirl resumed his work at his previous pace. No spell before had been so challenging to figure out, but he continued undaunted. A spell of this magnitude could change the very course of history, and it was imperative that he—



His quill snapped.



“…‘Nearly’?”








Starbeard entered the observatory with a grand flourish, scorched in odd places, covered in copious amounts of soot, and smelling of ash.



Nothing out of the ordinary, so far.



“Evening, brother,” Starbeard said, attempting to dust himself off as he approached Starswirl. “I have good news! And bad news.”



Nothing out of the ordinary, indeed.



“What is the bad news?” Starswirl always asked for the bad news first.



“Unfortunately, manticore milk is not a suitable emulsifying agent for potioncraft. It is highly volatile and has a tendency to explode when subjected to high concentrations of unicorn magic.” Starbeard shook a cloud of ash loose from his beard. “Also, we are out of manticore milk.”



Starswirl sighed, but tried to keep his voice even. “And the good news?”



Starbeard immediately brightened. “The good news is I have successfully disproved Everflare’s Second Principle of Pyromancy. You can set fire on fire!”








“Starswirl!”



Starswirl turned at the sound of his name and saw Starbeard running up to him.



“What is it, Starbeard?” His eyes narrowed in annoyance. “I have been summoned by the Princesses to attend the peace conference with the griffon delegates, and I must not be late.”



“Yes, my apologies, brother,” Starbeard quickly said. “I merely wish to share my latest accomplishment with you. This will only take a moment.”



Starswirl sighed, but did not object.



Starbeard broke into a huge grin. “I used a transfiguration spell on a beaver to give it the features of a duck. I call it… ‘platypus’!” He levitated the odd creature in front of a very disinterested Starswirl. The two stared at each other in silence.



“It is a mammal that lays eggs!” Starbeard continued. “The possibilities are endless!”



“Undo the spell at once,” Starswirl said flatly. “Never cast it again.” He turned to leave without another word.



Starbeard lowered the platypus and hung his head.



“Yes, I understand, brother.” He removed his hat and held it against his chest. “I shall respect your judgment and follow your instructions. I shall—”



His head darted around and he raised an eyebrow in confusion. He checked beneath his hooves and looked underneath his cloak.



“…Where did it go?”








Starswirl narrowed his eyes in concentration, watching the griffon army’s encampment. He turned to the Princesses beside him and took notice of their remorseful expressions. They were dressed in their full battle regalia, even though none of them would likely be involved in actual combat. He glanced down at his old robes and suddenly felt quite out-of-place.



“I cannot believe it has come to this,” Celestia said quietly.



Luna placed a comforting hoof against her. “We have tried to negotiate peace, but they simply refuse to see how an alliance would benefit us all.”



“Indeed,” Starswirl said firmly. “They believe we ponies have nothing to offer their society. If they truly think us weak, then I am afraid this is the only way to prove otherwise.”



Celestia hung her head. “There is too much unrest between the three tribes as it is. I fear what a war with the griffons might do to our turbulent confederacy.”



Luna closed her eyes. “We know, sister. But we cannot stand idly by as their army approaches.”



“I swore to protect my ponies…” Celestia said distantly.



“Do not blame thyself, Celestia,” Luna said.



“Hold your head high, Princess,” Starswirl said. “It is here, on the brink of war, that you shall uphold your promise to your subjects.”



Celestia raised her head, and when she did, started squinting in confusion.



“Starswirl,” she said slowly, “is that your brother?”



Starswirl snapped forward and paled at the sight of purple robes approaching the griffins.



“Oh, no…”







“You are brave to come alone, pony,” Lord Garret said with a tilt of his head. “What is your name?”



“I am Starbeard the Swirly!” Starbeard said proudly, striking a heroic pose. “The swirliest wizard in the world!”



Lord Garret turned to his courtier. “Gregor, why does he speak this way?”



Gregor leaned over, as if to speak privately. “My lord, I believe it is the Royal Voice.”



“You are mistaken, good sir!” Starbeard said. “I am simply speaking loudly!”



“Stand aside, wizard,” Lord Garret said with a wave. “We have heard all that you ponies have to say.”



“I cannot!” Starbeard stood firm. “As a wizard, I have sworn an oath to use my magic to serve the Princesses and protect my fellow ponies.” A silvery glow surrounded his horn. “And that is precisely what I intend to do!”



Before any of the griffons could respond, a silver stream of magical energy fired from Starbeard’s horn straight at Lord Garret’s face. The griffons stared at him in stunned silence, beaks agape.



“What is it?!” Lord Garret shot around frantically. “What has he done?!”



Still unable to properly speak, Gregor simply held up a mirror and had it get snatched away.



“What is this…?” Lord Garret eyes widened shock as he looked into the mirror. “I look… magnificent!” He stroked the majestic moustache that now decorated his beak, waggling his eyebrows at his reflection. “I never knew the ponies were capable of such incredible feats of magic.”



“I developed the spell myself,” Starbeard said with a grin, polishing a hoof against his chest.



Lord Garret rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes. “Could you, perhaps… give me a beard to go with my new mustache?”



“Ha!” Starbeard said proudly. “Does a platypus lay eggs?”



Lord Garret looked to Gregor, who could only shrug in response.



Starbeard fired another magical burst of energy, causing a sharp beard to sprout beneath Lord Garret’s beak. Lord Garret resumed admiring his new distinguishing features in the mirror, checking himself from various angles, as Gregor bashfully approached Starbeard.



“May I”—he cleared his throat quietly—“may I have a mustache, as well?”



“Of course!” Starbeard said, throwing a hoof into the air. “In fact, I invite any griffon interested in a mustache or beard to step forward.”



In no time at all, Starbeard was casting his spell as griffons lined up before him. The griffons all shared praise and laughs of merriment as they admired their new facial hair. A wave of camaraderie passed through the encampment, and the griffons lifted the great wizard Starbeard unto their shoulders.



“I declare on this day,” Lord Garret shouted above the noise, “there shall be peace between the griffons and the ponies!”



A cheer rang out through the crowd as spears were tossed to the ground. Today was not a day for war. Today was a day for celebration.







Celestia, Luna, and Starswirl could not believe the sight before them, but there was no denying what their eyes were telling them. Starbeard was being heralded as a hero, and the cheers from the griffon army could be heard from here. Celestia seemed to be the first to regain her capacity for speech.



“Perhaps I… should consider his offer…”








Starswirl entered the study as he knocked on the door. “Starbeard.”



Starbeard looked up from his desk and turned to face him. “Yes, brother?”



“Your apprentice has arrived.”



“Wonderful!” he said with a grin. The two wizards left the study and proceeded to the main hallway. Awaiting them there was a young mare dressed in a coat.



“Hello, Master Starbeard,” she said with a pleasant smile.



“Twilight Nova!” He ran up to her and threw a forelimb around her. “Come, my apprentice! It is a beautiful day for magic, and we must go out and seize it!” He held a hoof out to the door dramatically.



Twilight Nova’s eyes darted between Starbeard and the doorway uncomfortably.



“Master, it is raining outside.”



“Nonsense!” Starbeard said jovially. He jumped to the door and quickly turned to her. “Every day is a beautiful day for magic, and it would be folly to let another moment go to waste!” With that, he burst through the door and out into the rain.



Starswirl shook his head and closed the door with his magic.



“Twilight Nova, a word.”



She straightened up nervously. “Yes, Master Starswirl?”



“I have wondered for some time now why you have sought an apprenticeship with my brother.” He gave her a look of serious deliberation. “A mare of your talents could certainly find a more… suitable mentor. Why, if I did not already have young Clover, I myself would consider you.”



Twilight Nova looked back at the door Starbeard had run out of as she thought over her response.



“Master Starbeard is certainly… eccentric,” she said slowly, “but he is a kind soul and sees the world differently than most ponies. He possesses an enviable enthusiasm for magic, and I believe there is much that I can learn from him.” A warm smile graced her lips as she turned back to Starswirl. “I do not regret my decision for a single moment.”



Starbeard burst back in through the door, dripping wet and looking swirlier than ever. “Come, Twilight Nova! I am on the verge of a breakthrough!” He could not contain the smile on his face. “I have nearly discovered how to turn rain into chocolate milk!”
      

      
   
      How Sunset Rose


      

      
      
         “Hmm. I’m kind of partial to tulips, myself.”



“Roses are clearly the best. There’s a reason they put them in all the stories, you know.”



“Ooh, what about lilacs? They’re really pretty and smell nice and are super tasty too! Oh, hey Sunset. How about you? What’s your favorite flower?”



Sunset Shimmer winced, freezing in her tracks. The pair of obnoxious fillies had been blocking the hallway with their inane chatter, and she had been hoping  to squeeze past them without attracting any attention to herself. It didn't look like she’d be able to avoid this, so she spun, drawing herself up and steeling herself for the inevitable confrontation.



“The best flower,” Sunset began, giving a snort for emphasis, “Isn't anything you’re going to find at your local florist’s shop or at a restaurant. I doubt either of you have ever even heard of it.”



Lily White scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Uh, hello? In case you hadn't forgotten, my cutie mark is a flower. I think I’d know a lot about flowers. I don’t see a flower on your butt. Or, you know. Anything.”



Sunset resisted the urge to grind her teeth together. “It’s called a Sunburst Rose. It’s an incredibly rare flower that grows in remote regions and only blooms during the few minutes when the sun is touching the horizon.”



“Wow!” Sandy Art said, her eyes wide and sparkling. “That sounds like something straight from a fairy tale!”



"Of course it does," Lily White snapped, stomping a hoof. "That's because she made it up. There's no such thing."



Sandy Art lowered her head, biting her lip. "Aww, really?"



It was exactly the response she had expected. She could prove it to them easily, of course, but she preferred  to keep the flower as her own special secret. Besides, she had collected better ammunition against these two.



"Not real, huh? Just like your results on the unicorn history test?" The flicker in Lily's eyes was all the confirmation she needed to keep pressing . "Yeah, that's right. I know you cheated and got your uncle to give you all the answers. Sure hope none of the other teachers find out."



Lily White growled, taking a step forward. "Why you little..."



"That's not true!" Sandy Art shouted. "Lily's real smart and she studied super hard for that test. I saw her!"



Sunset threw back her head and laughed. And this was the good bit. "Sure thing. Great testimony coming from a filly who still wets the bed."



Sandy Art stiffened, and her eyes began to fill with tears. “How do you…”



Lily White looked positively livid, but she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “Come on, Sandy. Let’s get going. There’s nothing I have left to say to this blank flank loser anyway.”



“...Okay.” Sandy sniffed, then turned to Sunset, eyeing her flank, eyes still watery. “Maybe your special talent is being a jerk, Sunset Shimmer!” she yelled before turning and running down the hall after her friend.



Sunset watched until the two had rounded the corner and she was alone in the hallway again.



Good. It was exactly the outcome she had been hoping for.



If there was one thing she had learned since coming to Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns, it was that ponies here were the same as they were anywhere else. She had painstakingly dug up dirt on her fellow classmates so she could defend herself when they inevitably tried to mess with her. Now that Lily and Sandy knew what she was capable of, they’d stay away, especially if they thought she knew even more. And if they told anypony else, the rumors would probably help head off even further trouble.



Sunset galloped back to her dorm and slammed the door behind her. She hoped her little showdown hadn't delayed her too long. Scrambling onto her desk, she nosed open the window and poked her head through the curtains to look out on the garden below.



She had gotten pretty lucky when she had been assigned a dorm room that overlooked the academy garden, and even luckier when her roommate had dropped out within the first week, leaving her with a double all to herself, at least for the semester.



And in another struck of luck, she had made it on time today.



Princess Celestia visited the garden on a regular basis, and Sunset always tried to be there to watch her.



She didn't know what brought the princess here. From all she’d heard, the gardens at the royal palace were far more lush and extravagant. But once a week, at the same time, Princess Celestia would come and make her way through this dinky but well-kept garden.



She would walk the paths and give personal attention to each and every plant: watering, trimming, or sometimes, Sunset suspected, just talking to them. As if the princess truly cared.



Except for one plant.



There was a gnarled little shrub in the corner covered in small buds that the princess never paid any attention to. The regular gardener still watered it, but it almost seemed like an afterthought to them. Why should they care about such an unimportant and worthless plant?



But Sunset knew better. Every night as the sun touched the horizon, the little buds would bloom into the most glorious reds and yellows and oranges and purples.She made sure to watch it every night before she went to bed and was positive that there was no flower in Equestria that could match it.



It wasn't fair. Why should such an amazing flower go overlooked and unnoticed, despite its clear superiority? Why didn't the princess care for it like she did every other flower? She always left long before sunset. And, because she was back in her palace when she lowered the sun and raised the moon, she would likely never see this small and hidden wonder of Equestria.



Sunset watched Celestia make the rest of her rounds that afternoon, but even after the princess had left, Sunset found herself still staring over the garden until the sun began to lower. She had already completed all of her homework assignments, easy as they were, and found herself lost in thought and anticipation.



The flowers bloomed again, and, for what must have been the hundredth time, she was the only pony there to witness their splendor.



It wasn't fair. They deserved better.



This time, Sunset decided, as the sun vanished from sight, and the buds began to shrink once more, she was going to do something about it.








Words were cheap. Thoughts were cheaper. Action was all that really mattered. And Sunset was finally prepared to follow through with her plan.



The first step was research. She spent countless hours poring through the library, digging up every mention she could find of the Sunburst Rose. Most of them really were from fairy tales. It was a pretty common gimmick, usually used as a miracle cure or a test to prove one’s love. But she was also able to find a few gardening manuals and botany guides that dealt with the more physiological aspects of the flower.



Once she knew as much as she could about the plant, she moved on to studying magic. Magic was why she was here in the first place, but the teachers wouldn't give her the time of day for such a “frivolous personal project,” so like always, she was on her own. She researched the properties of light and fire, how magic interacted with the two, how they interacted with each other, and the true strength and nature of the sun’s radiance. Even outside of her usual studies, the academy was a bastion of specialized knowledge, and she was able to glean what she needed through tremendous effort and long hours in the library.



Then came the theory and the practice. Sunset spent many late nights working out the equations she needed and devising the perfect formula, and then she set about practicing her magic until she could get it right. By the time she was ready, she had almost exhausted herself to the point of falling asleep in class. Not that she needed to pay attention to the lectures in the first place, but she didn’t need any more reasons for ponies to start riding her back.



After two months of running her brain ragged, she was finally prepared to show the fruit of her labors.








Sunset crouched under a bush, waiting for the right moment.



Princess Celestia sure was walking a meandering path today. It was taking her forever to make her way over to where Sunset was hiding. Of course the crick in her neck, the cramping in her legs, and the bugs crawling up her flank weren't making it any easier to sit and wait.



When Celestia finally passed by her hiding spot, near the forgotten bush of Sunburst Roses, Sunset took a deep breath, then jumped out behind her, shouting, “Hey!”



Celestia blinked, then turn to regard her with a quizzical eyebrow, an amused smile playing at her lips.



This was it. This was the moment she had been studying and practicing for. All of her calculations were perfect. The tests she had run had all worked, at least on a smaller scale. The theory was sound, and she knew she had the ability.



Sunset began channeling magic into her horn. Slowly at first, then a little more. Then a lot more. Cutie mark or no, she was still a magical prodigy, and at that moment, she tapped into every scrap of power she could muster. Her horn glowed with the brightness of the sun, and the air above the garden began to shimmer and crackle.



She had her eyes squeezed shut, sweat streaming down her face as she furiously poured through the formulas in her head. She had the right time of day. She was accounting for the season. She had made sure the weather was clear and sunny before doing this. It was working. It had to work.



Princess Celestia gasped. “Oh my…”



Sunset opened her eyes, panting heavily. The air around them had a bit of an orange haze to it and the Sunburst Roses were in full bloom.



She had bent the light and the magic of the sun itself in order to trick the flowers into thinking it was the same wavelength as an actual sunset.



It wasn't an effect she could keep going for very long, but it had the desired effect nonetheless.



“There,” Sunset said, wheezing as her magic drained away from her horn. “I did it.” She wasn't really sure what else she was supposed to say.



Princess Celestia stepped forward, eyes distant, and reached up a hoof to tenderly run it along the length of one of the flowers. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then turned to look down at Sunset, smiling. “Did you do all this just for me, little filly? What is your name?”



“Sunset Shimmer,” she gasped, taking in several short breaths. Her chest ached, and her legs threatened to give out on her. She felt like she had just run a marathon with no warmup. “I… you never looked upon or cared about these flowers. They deserved better.”



“Ah. I see.” Princess Celestia stepped forward, looming over Sunset before kneeling down to the same level and reaching out a hoof towards her.



Sunset flinched, but the princess merely tweaked her nose, smiling.



“I do actually know of the Sunburst Rose, Sunset Shimmer. It is a hardy plant that requires little care. As for its blooms,” she paused, her eyes growing somewhat misty, and her smile fading to the barest whisper. “I find they’re best enjoyed with the company of another pony.”



Sunset’s heart fell out of her chest, and she collapsed to the ground. “You… you already knew? You mean I did all of that for nothing?”



Princess Celestia shook her head, chuckling wryly. “Not at all. It’s been far too long since I've seen a Sunburst Bloom, and I got to see them together with you, after all. Plus, I think you may have come out with something else thanks to your efforts.”



Huh? Sunset cocked her head to the side, then followed where the princess's hoof was pointing; right at her flank. Right at…



Her cutie mark!



She finally had her cutie mark!



Renewed vigor and excitement washed away her fatigue, and she found herself bouncing up and down in circles around the princess, giggling madly and shouting, “Cutie mark! Cutie mark! I've got my cutie mark!”



Princess Celestia laughed, the sound rich and hearty, her ethereal mane flapping in the light breeze as she wiped a tear from her eye. “I will never get tired of seeing such moments.”



Sunset finally calmed down enough to actually stop and look at what it was. “It’s… a sun? Kind of like you! Amazing… but, what does it mean? Is my special talent being really good at light magic and stuff?”



“I’m sure that’s a significant part of it,” Celestia said, rising to her hooves. She looked fondly at  the bush again, which had retreated down to its buds now that Sunset’s magic had faded. “You've demonstrated an incredible amount of magical talent and ingenuity, especially for somepony so young. Even here, at this school for the best and the brightest, you would be hard pressed to find any unicorn who could pull off what you just did.”



Sunset puffed her chest out, her heart swelling with pride. Finally. She knew she was good, and she had finally been able to prove it. Not just good, but the best. 



Princess Celestia placed a hoof on her shoulder. “But there’s more to it than that, I think. You bent light to show things in a different perspective, and shone a spotlight on something that rarely gets the chance to showcase itself. You have a lot of potential, and you should take this to heart. Consider this your first lesson.”



Of course. It all made sense; it was Sunset Shimmer’s time to bloom and shine in the glorious light of the sun.



“Wait, what do you mean, ‘first lesson?’”



Princess Celestia grinned.








Sunset turned off her shower, shook herself off the best she could, then stepped out, grabbing her towel and beginning to dry herself off the rest of the way.



She raised a hand to wipe the steam from her mirror and sighed. It wasn't the face she wanted to see reflected back at her, but there was no getting around that for now.



At least she still had her cutie mark. She was incredibly grateful that whatever magic that governed the portal had let her keep it, especially when she had learned that humans didn't actually get them.



She ran her fingers over her mark, then shook her head as old memories came to her unbidden. It made her cringe now to think how badly she had misinterpreted that first, most crucial lesson. It hadn't just been the foolishness of youth, she had been a fool, plain and simple.



Even now, a small part of her wanted to blame Princess Celestia instead, for not noticing her problems sooner and treating them with understanding instead of driving her away, but she quickly squashed that little voice into oblivion. She alone was responsible for her choices and the mistakes she had made.



But that was then and this was now. She was her own mare again. She knew how to both stand tall in the spotlight, and how to step back and let others take center stage while she did her best to support them.



It had been a hard-learned lesson, but one well worth it.



As Sunset began to get dressed, she glanced over at her phone and noticed that she had over seventy new messages. It looked like she was going to have another interesting day ahead of her.



At least Pinkie wasn't leaving all of those as individual voicemails anymore.
      

      
   
      My Faithful Student


      

      
      
         The shooting star streaked through the pre-dawn sky, its trail of brilliant light illuminating the lonely mountainside, and for a few moments the shadows of trees swept across the ground. 



The filly huddled under one of Celestia's wings gasped, then stretched out one hoof toward the display. "It's so beautiful," she whispered.



Celestia smiled, her eyes straying upward to the shadow-mottled moon as the light faded. "It is."



As the last glow of the stellar filament faded, the purple unicorn nuzzled into Celestia's shoulder. "Thank you, Princess. For everything."



Celestia laughed gently. "It is I who should be thanking you, my faithful student. I've placed a lot of weight on your shoulders." She stared at the moon, and her voice softened. "I didn't dare believe in the prophecies, not until Harmony brought you to me. I couldn't bear the thought of failing my sister again."



Wind rustled in the trees, and for a moment Celestia wondered if she'd said too much. The silence had stretched out almost to the point of discomfort when the filly spoke again. "Do you really think I'm the one who will do it?"



Celestia uncurled her wing from her protege's back, touching a feather to one starburst Mark. "I know you will, my faithful student. 'The stars shall aid in her escape.' Moreover, it's already clear you're the best mage of your generation. You're also the most determined, ethical, and courageous pony I've ever taught, and I don't say that lightly." She curled her neck to the unicorn's. "Just believe in yourself, and keep being you."



The unicorn tensed for a moment at the touch, but quickly nestled closer in against Celestia's body, neck curling in fiercely. "I'll make you proud of me, Princess. I promise."



Celestia filled her lungs with sweet mountain air, closing her eyes and wrapping her wing back around her student. "Thank you, Morning Star."

 

 

 

"We literally have nothing left to teach her," said Rune Circle, tapping his pointer to a set of scrolls on the wall. "Three of her periods this semester are spent as a teacher's aide. The other three are spent with a rotating army of the world's best tutors, whose travel expenses alone are half of our budget. She's accumulated so many credits that Canterlot University is using her transcript totals as the foundation for a new branch of mathematics. Any sane director would have graduated her two years ago. Even I have reached my limit."



Farsight slammed her hoof on the table. "Would you get it through your thick skull that it's not about learning, it's about peer group socialization! She'll need friends for the other Elements, and without proper exposure to a broad cross-section of Equestria—"



"Not this again! What kind of ivory-tower hornhead does it take to think you can pick friendships like market vegetables? She needs intellectual peers, or she'll never find a reason to connect with them."



"She doesn't have intellectual peers," Letter Grade cut in, "and if you send her to us, all you do is replace her known classmates with a bunch of undergraduates who will be uncomfortable with a teenage prodigy."



"As opposed to teenagers uncomfortable with—"



Celestia cleared her throat. Silence descended around the conference table.



"I've already cost her enough of her childhood," Celestia said. "Mister Circle, does she seem happy there?"



"Well…yes, Your Highness."



"Then she stays. Make certain you continue to assign her teacher's aide duties, though—she's confided to me that she has grown to like the responsibility, and the students she tutors tell me they appreciate her help." She shifted her gaze. "Captain Overwatch, how goes the reclamation of the old castle?"



The armor-clad pegasus saluted. "Our earth-pony brigade completed the canal to the nearby chasm. The bog is almost fully drained, and we project the hydras should abandon their nests within six months. However—with respect, Highness—recovering the other Elements would be a trivial fraction of the effort if you were to use the Element of Magic to pinpoint the location of the five within the ruins."



Celestia shook her head. "We have the time and horsepower for the search. We don't have another Element of Magic if something were to happen when we took it into the Everfree. I will keep your suggestion under advisement, but short of an emergency, the Element stays under ward in my tower."



"Understood, Highness."



Celestia turned to the next pony around the table. "Miss Farsight, I believe you have a six-month followup on Morning Star's first exposure to dark magic?"



Farsight sat up a little straighter. "Yes, Princess. We've been monitoring closely since the fear-dreams we discussed at the two-month mark. Those receded quickly, and have not returned despite subsequent exposures. Her composure remains high across every psychological measure, and her altruism has actually increased. If that counts as corruption, then two-thirds of Equestria is Nightmare sleeper agents."



Celestia smiled. "I'd expect no less of her, but that's wonderful to hear. Even if the Nightmare returns at full power, she'll have the tools to defend herself…and with that broad a grasp of magic, after Luna returns to us, I don't doubt Morning Star has the qualities to ascend to join us. What do you think we should teach her next?"



"I'm afraid Rune Circle wasn't far wrong," Farsight said, casting a grudging glance across the table. "She's quickly reaching the point at which she surpasses the knowledge we can offer, and all we can do is help her turn knowledge into experience. Or point her at the old masters. We may have to give her Star Swirl's notes on time travel simply to keep her occupied."



Celestia's laughter rang like a bell-tower. "You, too? Just yesterday, she asked me what she still had left to learn. Why, I wouldn't be surpri—"



Her thought died mid-word as her head, and the head of every unicorn in the room, all swiveled in unison toward the center of the castle.



Then the others felt it, too—a prickling across the skin, a low rumble vibrating the floor underhoof—and the chaos began. The daylight around the edge of the curtains took on an eerie magenta pallor. Letter Grade, who had already bucked his chair away and was galloping toward the exit, yelped and ducked as Overwatch rocketed past his shoulder, slamming the door open with a body-blow. Rune Circle was charging a spell, and Farsight was throwing the curtains open, when Celestia disappeared with a flash of gold.



As she reoriented, a hundred meters straight up, the air itself began screaming with thaumic feedback. A second sun was shining in her eyes, so bright and so near that she had to shield her eyes with a leg. What's happening? she thought, then panic gripped her: Harmonic cascade. She'd only felt that magic a hoofful of times before, and only on the delivering end, but it was unmistakeable. No oh no the Element of—







After two stone watchtowers and an armory broke her fall, Princess Celestia got back up.



Two hundred and thirty-seven ponies didn't.



Exactly one of them was found at the epicenter, atop the rubble that had been the base of Celestia's tower. Despite that, what was left of Morning Star was almost recognizable. Almost.



Her shield had almost held. Almost.








Celestia was staring at the dark eastern horizon, flat in her bed, when there was a knock on her door. A second knock, louder and more urgent. She said nothing. There was the rattle of keys, the clunk of the lock, and a young, long-moustached stallion wearing a smart red coat walked in.



"Ah. Good morning, Princess," he said.



She didn't answer.



He cleared his throat. "Or…ah. Not-good morning. Rather more so the latter. However, and unfortunately, we must all get up anyhow."



Silence.



She heard the soft pad of hooves on carpet. The champagne-colored unicorn walked into her field of view and sat down on the carpet by her bed, his back to her, staring out the same window.



"I hope you can forgive my familiarity, Your Majesty," he said, "but I'm a little bit terrified right now. Is that a contradiction in terms? Perhaps it is; I'm an event planner, not a grammarian. What I mean is, I'm too scared to know the correct thing to say, and not scared enough to shut up. Should I start with introductions? We've met, but I expect you don't remember me. My name is Kibitz. I'm currently taking over for Major Domo, who was last seen near your tower before…ah." His torrent of words faltered for a moment, and Celestia saw the muscles of his neck tighten in a swallow. "Before it happened."



Celestia let out a long sigh. Kibitz froze. His posture gradually thawed as the room receded into silence.



"You might think an apprentice scheduler would be an odd choice for promotion to seneschal, but the fact is that I'm the highest-ranking surviving member of your personal staff," Kibitz said, still pointedly staring out the window. Celestia noticed he was trembling. "Ah. I don't know whose job it was to wake you up, but it seems to be mine now. I don't know if I'm doing it wrong. I don't even know if my title means anything any more. You've locked yourself in your bedroom since moonrise, and a castle full of panicking ponies are trying to organize themselves into chains of command without you. I hope I can walk out of here with something to tell them."



"Hope," Celestia said. "Starswirl said never to give up hope." 



There was an entirely different sort of silence for a moment or two. "Pardon?" Kibitz finally said.



"He traveled to the future, once upon a time. For decades afterward, I begged him for details, and for decades he refused. Finally, on his deathbed, he called me to his side. He said that I would come to know grief I couldn't imagine, but that a shining star would appear to light my darkest moment." Celestia rolled onto her side, huddling in an alicorn-sized ball. "I waited nine hundred and seventy-five years for that star, Kibitz. Then, finally, finally, I found her. And now she's gone, and the Element of Magic with her…and I don't even know why, and I don't think I ever will."



Kibitz thought.



"Have you considered," he said, "that Starswirl was right?"



Celestia balled further up.



Over her shoulder, she heard the rustle of clothing as Kibitz turned around, and felt the pressure of a hoof on her mattress. "We all lost friends yesterday, Your Majesty. One was the stallion who had mentored me since I came out of diapers. It was duty which got me out of bed this morning, but neither you nor I nor Equestria can live on duty alone. We all need some hope right now…and the sunrise is a promise that, no matter what might befall us, life goes on."



After several seconds, Celestia uncurled somewhat. "Have you considered speechwriting, Mister Kibitz?"



"Let's not get ahead of ourselves, Your Majesty. Not until daybreak, at least."



"One hour," Celestia said. "Give me that. Give her that. Even if she betrayed us, she earned that much."



Kibitz cleared his throat. "Unfortunately, if word around the castle is anything to go by, I don't believe that would be a good idea."



"Why not?"



"Maj—ah, Captain Lightning was convinced that if word of the true nature of the explosion were to get out, it could create a threat without precedent."



Celestia thought of one particular statue in the garden. "He's not wrong, but I don't see what that has to do with the sunrise."



"Ah…well…to deflect suspicion, he announced that the explosion was an assassination attempt. The Diplomatic Corps went ballistic, but Lightning pulled rank, and there was nopony to tell him no."



Celestia shifted a hoof to the bridge of her nose.



"As such, Silver Tongue told me that if there's any disruption in the celestial schedule, the Gryphon Imperium will take it as a sign that the hated Sun-Queen is not so immortal as she pretends, and that a war could end her where her other enemies failed."



Celestia turned her head, meeting Kibitz's earnest stare for the first time, then let out a mirthless laugh. "It never ends, does it?" 



"I hope not, Your Highness," Kibitz said. "I don't much fancy the alternative."







It was raining a week later when Celestia went back to the graveyard alone. She hadn't ordered a storm, but in hindsight she realized she'd waited for one.



The grave was a simple tablet of Canterlot marble. MORNING STAR, 948-965. Celestia had practically begged her former student's parents to let the crown provide something more fitting of her legacy, but they'd heard the whisper campaigns about where the body had been discovered, and were resolute in their desire to draw as little attention as possible to their daughter's assumed role in the tragedy. Celestia couldn't fault that, but it was a twist of the knife nonetheless.



She stared silently at the grave, the rain gradually plastering her mane to her neck. There was nothing worth saying, only questions that the stone couldn't answer. She closed her eyes and tilted her head up, feeling the raindrops streak down her cheeks.



A throat gently cleared behind her. She opened her eyes and glanced back. Kibitz had swapped out his typical suit for a raincoat, but still looked half-drenched.



"I hope I'm not intruding, Your Majesty," he said. "Seeing how you looked, I couldn't just leave."



Celestia nodded, then turned back to the grave, motioning him forward with a wingjoint. "Thank you."



She heard the soft squish of hooves in mud, and he appeared at the edge of her vision. "I'm sorry, for what it's worth."



"Me, too," Celestia said. "For all of them."



They stared in silence. Thunder rolled in the far distance.



"Who were you here to visit?" Celestia said.



"Major Domo." Kibitz took off his glasses and wiped off the rain with a soggy kerchief. "After everything he did for me, I never even got to say goodbye."



"I'm afraid my pain is a little more selfish," she said. "I keep wondering how I failed her."



"From everything I've heard, you didn't."



Celestia stared down at her muddy forehooves. "I appreciate that, but that's not how my heart feels. I should have seen the signs. I should have been kinder, or sterner, or more honest, or less. Maybe if I hadn't placed the burden of Luna's fate on her back so early on, she wouldn't have had a reason to access the Element of Magic. Maybe if I had allowed the Element of Magic to be taken to the Everfree, she wouldn't have had access to it until I realized her intentions. Maybe if I hadn't tried to train her in defense against dark magic, the idea to…do whatever she did…wouldn't have occurred to her." She let out a long sigh. "You're right, of course. Those thoughts are phantoms, cruel and unfair. However, realizing how false they are doesn't make them leave me alone."



Kibitz nodded. Another thunderbolt, much closer, rumbled through the sky.



"We should go inside before the weather turns, Your Majesty," he said. "Perhaps I can make you some tea. In the past week, I've very nearly learned how to operate a tea-kettle."



Celestia couldn't quite hold back a laugh. "Thank you, Kibitz." 



They turned to leave just as the wind shifted. A soft sobbing reached Celestia's ears, and her eyes picked out a small form huddled over a nondescript grave in the distance. Her eyebrows raised.



"Please get that tea started," she said, veering away. "I'll meet you inside."



Her heart quickened as she approached and the filly's form further resolved. It was like staring at a ghost. The pelt was lighter, yes—as if somepony had mixed pink into Morning Star's orchid—and the hair was a sopping mass of blue-and-purple instead of Morning Star's cheerful frizz, but the sight of the teenaged unicorn filly nevertheless sent an odd tightness through Celestia's chest. The Cutie Mark even looked similar—a shooting star rather than a shining one, yes, but…



Celestia lowered herself to the muddy ground alongside the filly, heart pounding. "I'm sorry for your loss."



She sharply inhaled mid-sob, then scrambled back, spluttering and coughing. Celestia winced, but stayed still. The filly looked at her wide-eyed, swallowed, then shuffled back to her spot over the grave…no, the pair of graves. 



Celestia's eyes flicked over the names she didn't recognize, then the dates, and around the empty cemetery. "Your parents?"



The filly nodded, lower jaw quivering, and said something unintelligible.



"Pardon?"



She swallowed and tried again. "Why did they have to die?"



Celestia was suddenly aware of how cold and itchy the mud felt against her belly. "There's no answer I can give you that will make things better," she said, putting all of her centuries of love and empathy and sorrow into her voice. "I'm sorry."



The filly nodded, then sank to the ground, closing her eyes and resting her cheek on the muddy earth.



Celestia's eyes strayed back to the Mark on the filly's flanks. She shouldn't. She felt so dirty. But for Luna's sake…



"Not even a princess can change the past," she said, risking the touch of a hoof to the filly's shoulder. "However, as a wise pony once told me, each sunrise is a promise that life goes on. That's not much, but after all the friends I buried, it's all I've got myself. That, and memories. If you'd like to get out of the rain—" and with timing she couldn't have matched if she'd tried to arrange it herself, lightning flashed overhead and thunder boomed around the cemetery—"perhaps we can sit down for some tea and talk about the good times we had with the ones we lost?"



The filly sniffled, turned pleading eyes upward, and wiped her nose on her leg. "I. Um. Okay."



Celestia stood, and offered her a hoof. "I didn't quite catch your name, my little pony?"



The filly stood. "St…Starlight Glimmer."







Celestia's heart sank into her gut and congealed into a thick, tarry mass. She hadn't been certain what to expect when she finally worked up the nerve to speak to her faithful student about Luna and the prophecies, but she certainly hadn't expected this. The young mare's eyes, for once, didn't remind her of Morning Star—their fierce frost reminded her of Luna, ten centuries ago, on the eve of war.



"Starlight," she said, gentle and conciliatory, worry creasing her tone. "Please. Speak to me."



Starlight stared daggers into Celestia's heart, then whirled and paced to the window of the reconstructed tower. "Oh," she said. "I see."



"You see what?" Celestia said, hoping that she was keeping her rising panic out of her tone. Being a master of self-control only got you so far when the emotion was so unfamiliar. "I don't understand, my faithful student, and I need your help. Luna's a good pony, but she's trapped—"



Starlight suddenly whirled, lashing out with a hoof at a floral vase on the window-ledge. It shot past Celestia, and she heard it shatter on the rear wall. "Better than my parents?" Starlight shouted.



Oh, Celestia thought, the pieces falling together. Oh dear.



Starlight jabbed a hoof forward, her eyes filling with tears, and stalked toward Celestia. "You don't think I heard about Morning Star?" she said, voice quiet and quivering like an unsprung trap. "Now the truth comes out. These Elements of Harmony you mention…she was trying to use them, wasn't she?"



Celestia froze, and words fled her tongue. "I…she…" She stifled her emotions with every ounce of her alicorn willpower, and looked Starlight in the eye. "I can't be certain. She got ahold of the Element of Magic without my permission, and something terrible happened—nopony knows what."



"But she wouldn't have been there if you hadn't been trying to rescue your sister," Starlight said, even quieter and sharper, "would she?"



Celestia closed her eyes.



Starlight's incoherent scream dissolved into an explosion of sound and vertigo and ocular artifacts as another vase smashed into Celestia's head. A third shattered on the wall above her, raining pottery and dirt. Celestia crumpled to the floor beside her bed, hearing books and metal plates and Philomena's perch ricochet off the wall nearby. The door slammed open and hooves stampeded in, followed by the thunderous smash of a hurtled bookshelf and a chorus of grunts and cries of pain.



Celestia lit her horn, encasing the far side of the room in a magical bubble, then sat up, brushing dirt off her face. A table bounced off the inside of her shield. "Guards, stand down."



Lieutenant Forward March blinked, looking back and forth between Celestia and the screaming, raging unicorn. "But—"



"Send a pegasus to summon the maids, then notify the shift commander that the tower post will be temporarily unstationed, and go take forty-five minutes paid leave, saying nothing of this to anypony. That's a royal order."



He stiffened, saluted, and backed away. "Yes, Majesty."



Celestia turned back to the unicorn in the bubble. "I'm going to release you now, Starlight. I certainly understand your anger, and I will not demean our relationship with an order, but I would take it as a kindness if you would calm down long enough for us to speak."



Starlight lifted her hooves and stomped them against the near wall of the shield. "Go…to…Tartarus," she hissed through clenched teeth, her cheeks streaked with tears. "How dare you, 'Teacher.' Redemption for the princesses, and early graves for the common ponies who believe in them."



Celestia released the spell, and Starlight landed unevenly, crouching into a battle posture. 



"It's not like that," Celestia said.



"Tell that to my parents."



Frustration flared inside Celestia. "Starlight, I've buried hundreds of generations of ponies. No death is fair. But if you think one tragedy excuses the perpetuation of another…" She blinked several times, then laughed bitterly. "That's exactly your point, isn't it."



Starlight glared, eyes cold, legs trembling.



"Nothing can excuse what happened, Starlight. I'm sorry for that. But I can't be sorry for wanting to correct the wrong I did to Luna."



"Then you're a monster."



Celestia matched stares with Starlight for several moments, then sighed and gestured toward the door with a wing. "I don't think there's anything left to discuss. If you will leave peacefully, I will see to it that nopony stops you. Your years of tutelage should serve you well in pony society. If you ever change your mind, my door is open to you."



Starlight spat on the floor. "And why should I walk away from the one responsible for my parents' deaths, rather than tearing you down and building a fair world on the corpse of your empire?"



"Because revenge won't bring them back. Because you're afraid of me, or you would have already attacked. And, most importantly: because Starswirl the Bearded once looked into my eyes and told me never to give up hope." She looked calmly into Starlight's eyes. "Do you believe him? Because if you think hope is only for princesses—that his advice doesn't also apply to you—then you've just conceded I am special."



Starlight's mouth opened, lips curled back. She blinked several times. Her eyes widened. Then, without a word, she galloped out the door.



Celestia watched her go, muzzle neutral. Then, after the echoes of the hoofsteps on her stairs faded away, she took a step back against the wall, breathing raggedly.



She sank to the floor, and sobbed.








Celestia stared at the blank scroll in front of her, then glanced around the garden again. Still empty. It was a beautiful summer day, and sightseers were out in force, but whenever she needed some time alone, the alcove behind the moon-roses always coincidentally became deserted. Kibitz was wonderful that way.



She picked up her quill, took a deep breath, and began to write.



My beloved sister,



She set the quill down, between the scroll and the cup of tea she'd brought with her, and paced around the table. So much to say.



I've failed you. I'm sorry.



That was a start.



The prophecies told me how to break the Nightmare's hold on you. I did all I could to ensure that you would be freed as you returned to Equestria, but I have come to accept



The quill paused.



She hadn't thought it would hurt this much. Her decades of star-flanked students—who never measured up, even if their tragedy had never quite matched her first two—had given her plenty of experience with failure, and she had thought she had made her peace with the idea. But to write it was to make it final, in a way it had never before been. She set down the feather and, for several minutes, sobbed softly into the crook of her foreleg.



Then she picked the quill back up, dipped it in ink, and continued.



…come to accept that it will not happen that way. I will fight you, as I must, on behalf of the lives that eternal night would destroy. I might even win. Regardless, you will suffer even further, and my darkest moment will grow darker and darker still, and it will all be my fault, as it has been from the beginning.



Celestia chewed the end of the feather, contemplating the letter, and added:



Starswirl said never to give up hope, but it is a different sort of hope which sustains me today. I hope tha☁



The tip of her quill snapped against the table as light flashed from behind her and an echoing boom assaulted her ears. An expanding circular wave of rainbow light rolled through the sky overhead.



The sizzle and hum of arcing electricity followed it, and the edges of Celestia's mane began to writhe wildly in the charged air. She lifted her head, looking behind her at the white towers of the School for Gifted Unicorns, just in time to see a dragon's head explode out from the roof.



She stood speechless for a moment. 



Then her muzzle curled into a bitter smile.



With a thought, she set the scroll afire. She waited only long enough to watch it burn into ash before she charged her horn and teleported away.
      

      
   
      A Guide to Magic


      

      
      
         The wagon behind Apple Bloom rattled on the shiny floors of the school, shaking the glass wear and ingredients inside. The wheels were probably loose from years of use over dirt roads and grassy paths. Why didn’t she think to tighten them? She was going to look like a small town farmpony, and she couldn’t, she just couldn’t let the judges think that. Ponies who weren’t even born yet were counting on her to make the best impression anypony ever made here. Not to mention that was the only way she was going to get to see that amazing potions lab in the brochures.   



“Don’t worry,” Spike said, patting her back. “I made sure everything is packed so it won’t break.”



Apple Bloom tried to smile back. “Thanks.”



“Just take a deep breath, Apple Bloom. You’ll be just fine,” Twilight assured her.



Applejack nodded. “You just gotta focus and do your best, sugarcube. That’s all a pony can do.”



Apple Bloom tried, she really did. She took a breath. She focused on the potions she’d studied, going over each one carefully in the order she’d decided to memorize them. Nopony knew what the entrance exam would be this year, even Twilight, and she wouldn’t have told Apple Bloom if she did. Twilight and Princess Celestia had agreed that what Apple Bloom could do with potions was about the same as what a talented unicorn her age could do with magic, so the only concession on the test was that she could bring her supplies and make a potion from memory.



Twilight said the test wasn’t even about what a pony could do, some years they gave the foals things that would be unsolvable for a foal of their level just to see how they handled it. Magical power was important, but so was knowledge, resourcefulness, and ‘the ability to present an appropriate academic demeanor.’ Apple Bloom knew she didn’t have magic, and she never would, so she’d have to really blow them away with the last ones. 



The wheel on her wagon squeaked loudly behind her, breaking her concentration. She cringed and wondered why she ever thought this was a good idea. 







Apple Bloom had noticed something was going on for the past week, so by the time Applejack told her they were going to the castle to talk to Twilight, Apple Bloom was more curious than surprised. Applejack didn’t seem angry, but she did seem nervous, and that put Apple Bloom on edge. Maybe somepony was sick. Maybe she was sick. Maybe everypony was sick and there was a plague and they were all gonna die.



She decided that wasn’t it as they they got to the castle. If anypony was sick they’d be going to the doctor, not Twilight. Unless it was a magic disease.  As they walked through the castle, Apple Bloom wondered about magic diseases. If she wasn’t dying, she’d have to look that up at the next Twilight Time.



Twilight was waiting for them in the library. She smiled at Apple Bloom and motioned to the pillows sitting on the ground.



“Hi, Apple Bloom! How are you today?”



“I’m good, I think.” Apple Bloom flopped down on a pillow. Then she raised an eyebrow. “I ain’t dyin’ of some magic disease, am I?”



Twilight looked confused as she and Applejack sat down on the other two pillows. “No… why would you think that?”



Apple Bloom shrugged, relaxing a little. “Y’all are actin’ weird. The grown-ups, I mean. Everypony’s talkin’ to each other and shuttin’ up real fast when I come by. You been talkin’ to my folks and Miss Cheerilee. My folks have been talkin’ to each other. Then AJ was lookin’ worried on our way here.”



“As far as I know, you’re perfectly healthy.” Twilight smiled. “There is something we need to talk to you about, but it’s actually something good!”



“Maybe,” Applejack corrected Twilight.



Twilight nodded. “Right, something that might be good, which is totally up to you.”



Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes. “Okay… this ain’t gettin’ less weird. What’s goin’ on?”



Twilight smiled again, even bigger, and her magic floated a stack of papers from her desk. “Well, you’ve been doing really well at potion making, and the things you’ve learned from our conversations about magic theory are very impressive. I talked to Cheerilee, and she said that you’re really good at math and science, and she thinks you could be even better with a more advanced class. I’ve also talked to your family and to Princess Celestia, and, well, I’d like to offer you a really amazing opportunity.”



“Twilight.” Applejack gave her another look.



“Well it is amazing. That doesn’t mean good,” Twilight insisted.



“She’s gotta decide,” Applejack said.



Twilight nodded. “She also needs to know how important this is.” 



Apple Bloom rolled her eyes. “Will y’all tell me already?”



Twilight’s smile returned. It was getting darn close to a grin this time. “Yes! I’m sorry. Princess Celestia would like to invite you to be the first non-unicorn to take the entrance exam, and possibly attend, Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns in Canterlot!”



Apple Bloom blinked. “But… I ain’t a unicorn.”



“Obviously you would be excused from the classes on spell casting, and you wouldn’t be able to graduate as a Mage of Casting," Twilight admitted. "But you could learn all about magic theory, potions, history, math, and science, and there are lots of other degrees you could decide on later. You could make advances in the study of magic, or find ways to improve technology, discover new potions, expand our understanding of the great mages of the past… it’s all so exciting! I wish I could do it all over again!”



 “What Twilight’s sayin’ is true,” Applejack said, looking Apple Bloom in the eye. “But you also gotta remember, you’d be all the way out in Canterlot, away from your family and friends. And you’d be the only pony there who ain’t a unicorn.”



“There are a few professors who are non-unicorns, ones who excelled in other fields to the point where they obviously had something to teach the students,” Twilight pointed out. “But Applejack is right, there’s never been a non-unicorn student.”



“I… don’t think I wanna do that.” Apple Bloom glanced between them, shifting on her pillow. “I mean, learnin’ about magic is fun, but… wouldn’t everypony be laughin’ at me?”



“Well, lil’ sis, some ponies might. You’d be different and there’s no ways around it,” Applejack said, her face softening. “But… there’s more to think about there, too.” 



Twilight nodded. “Princess Celestia and I have talked for a long time about having non-unicorns in the school. Not only earth ponies, but pegasi and griffins and zebras. But we always knew it would take a special pony to be first, somepony with the interest and talent to succeed academically and the right attitude to enjoy it and not get bitter or frustrated.” 



Applejack smiled at Apple Bloom. “You’re a lucky filly ‘cause you’re as smart as you are, and you’re friends with Twilight, so she could see that you could be that pony. Somepony’s gotta be first. And that pony is gonna have to be brave and tough and smart enough to show everypony that an earth pony can learn just as much as a unicorn.”



“What’s a pony gotta be like to be the second earth pony at the School for Unicorns?” Apple Bloom asked.



Applejack raised an eyebrow. “Well, I reckon she’d have to find somepony to go first.” 



“You don’t need to decide now,” Twilight said with a gentle smile. “You need to think about this, a lot, and talk to other ponies. None of us will be disappointed in you, whatever you decide.” 



Apple Bloom bit her lip. The idea of getting to learn about potions and magic sounded amazing, but everything else about it sounded like the worst thing ever. “Can Sweetie Belle go with me? She’s learnin’ magic.”



Twilight frowned. “She can try out if she wants, but… I don’t think she’d get in. She’s not interested in magic the way you are, and she doesn’t think the same way you do. I don’t think she’d like it there as much as you would.”



Apple Bloom’s ears drooped. “If I don’t go, can I still learn stuff with you?”



“Absolutely.” Twilight gave a firm nod. “Cheerilee and Zecora and I will teach you everything we can. But Zecora and I have lots of other ponies to help, and Cheerilee has lots of foals to teach. At the school, everypony there would be learning the same things you are, and all the teachers would be there just to help you succeed.” 

 

Apple Bloom nodded and swallowed. Twilight looked serious, but her eyes were shining with hope. Applejack looked almost the same, but behind her eyes Apple Bloom could see the worry. “Will y’all really be just as proud of me if I don’t go?" 



“Of course,” Twilight said quickly, but something behind her eyes changed.



Applejack hesitated, then said, “Sugarcube, if you think about this hard, we’ll be proud of you whatever you decide. The only wrong answer is jumpin’ to one without without thinkin’ what you’re gettin’ into, or what you’re missin’ out on. But makin’ this decision the right way is a real grown-up thing, and if you do that, I’ll be proud to have a smart pony like you for my sister.”



Applejack’s expression didn’t change. Apple Bloom knew that was the truth, and it made her relax a little. She just had to be grown-up about this. She couldn’t decide things like a scared little foal, hiding under the bed as soon as somepony said ‘boo.’ They were giving her a real, adult decision to make like an adult. She put on her best mature expression that she practiced in the mirror and nodded.



“Okay then. I will consider your proposal. Do ya’ have any literature I can use to research the facts?”



Applejack raised her eyebrows and smirked, and Twilight just grinned. “I do. Here are some brochures, and if you have any more questions, feel free to ask me.”

 





Spike tried let himself relax a as they walked through the halls of Princess Celestia’s. It helped that everything about it felt familiar, right down to the nearly shaking pony walking next to him, wound so tight she might burst into tears or kick her wagon of supplies against the wall. But what helped more was years of training. It was his job to be calm. 



“Spike, did I bring the poison joke extract? I thought about it, but I don’t remember puttin’ it in, and what if they ask me to shrink somethin’ real small?”



Spike smiled. “You asked me twice already, and it’s still in there.”



Apple Bloom nodded, but just a few seconds later she said, “What about the—”



“Zap apple seeds are there too. Rainbow Dash got you enough rainbow to paint the room, Zecora brought you half the Everfree Forest, and Fluttershy made sure you have hair of every animal under the sun. And I labeled it all myself.” His smile grew to a grin, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Twilight smiling at them.  



“Thanks, Spike.” Apple Bloom gave a quick smile and leaned against him. 



He gave her a friendly nudge. “No problem. The smartest ponies are always a mess over stuff like this.”



“Hey!” Twilight said behind him.



“Well, I sure am a mess right now. I reckon you’re about all that’s holdin’ me together.” Apple Bloom gave him another quick smile.



“That’s why I’m here.” Spike said, puffing up a little. 



The truth was that under it all, he was more nervous than he’d ever let on. He knew Apple Bloom was smart, and he knew that she was as prepared as a pony had ever been for a test. They’d gone over dozens of possibilities, and she had a plan for all of them and the materials to get it done. But he also knew everything that was riding on this, the things she’d let herself dream for the future, the place in history she would secure if she passed, and the chance for him to be part of that. He hadn’t known how much he wanted that, he’d never even thought that he could do this again, but now he found himself mentally triple checking the checklist to make sure he’d done everything he could. 



Everything else was on Apple Bloom’s little shoulders, and he knew that the best thing he could do for both of them was to try to help her forget that. Not that it ever worked, but he could try.







Spike was at the kitchen table and just about to dig into a bowl of juicy amethyst when Twilight stuck her head into the kitchen.



“Hey, Spike, do you have a minute to talk?”



 Spike popped a gem into his mouth and chomped it with a loud crunch. “Sure. What’s up, Twilight?”



Twilight floated the bowl away from Spike and smiled. “It’s kind of important. You can finish those in a little bit.” 



“What’s attacking Equestria this time?” Spike asked, rolling his eyes. 



“Nothing.” She laughed, sitting down across from him at the table. “It’s not that important. It’s just, I know how you feel about being my assistant, and I know you get worried that I don’t need you anymore. You know nothing could be further from the truth. You’re an amazing assistant.”



“I’m liking this so far…” Spike leaned back in his chair. “Keep going.”



“I want you to know that what I’m about to ask you is a question, not an order. It’s your decision, all the way, and I won’t be disappointed, whatever you decide,” Twilight’s face had subtly fallen to a more serious expression.



Spike glanced at her nervously, frowning. “I like this part less. Can we go back to how great I am?”



“It is about how great you are, actually.” Twilight looked him in the eye. “Spike, have you ever considered that you could really help other ponies with your talent as an assistant?”



Spike raised an eyebrow. “Uh, that’s what I do with my talent. I help you. And sometimes Rarity.”



Twilight nodded. “And we both appreciate it. But there are ponies out there who might need your help even more. I just talked to Apple Bloom about going to Princess Celestia’s School. She’s thinking about it, but everypony is a little worried. She’s never lived away from home before, and she’d be the only earth pony at the school, on top of having more to study than she’s had in her life… it could be really hard.” 



“I’ll say.” Spike raised his eyebrows. “I mean, you were from Canterlot, and it was your dream to go there, and you still needed me to—” His eyebrows fell and his eyes narrowed as the pieces fell into place. “Wait a minute.”



“If you ever wanted a chance to use what you’re best at to really help somepony who needs it, I think this would be a good time,” Twilight suggested gently. “You know your way around the city, and there’s nopony more useful than you for helping with studying. And you’d be somepony she knows and trusts, a friend in a scary place.”



Spike felt himself tense, and his eyes darted around the room. His stomach felt strange, and he wanted to swallow the whole bowl of gems at once to make it feel right. But Twilight was looking at him, waiting for him to say something. 



“I— I don’t know. What will you do? You need me here.”



She smiled. “You know that I do. But I’m a grown-up pony, and I have the girls and Owlowiscious and my magic. Apple Bloom needs an assistant like you way more than I do right now. If you wanted to go with her, I’d get by as best I could, and I’d be happy because I’d know that you were helping a friend who needs you even more than I do.”



Spike thought about it and shook his head slowly. “Wow, Apple Bloom doesn’t even have magic. How’s she gonna get books down in the library and stuff?”



“If you don’t go she can always ask the librarians for help, or find a stepladder.” Twilight pointed out. “She’s a smart little filly. This is as much about you as it is her.”



“I get why Apple Bloom needs an assistant, but if you still need me, why not find somepony else for her? Why is this about me?” Spike asked.



“You’re growing up. You’re one my my best friends and my very best assistant, but...sometimes a pony, or a dragon, likes to stand on his own,” Twilight said. “If you ever wanted to prove to yourself how important you could be to somepony and not just take my word on it, this would give you a chance.”



“I trust you!” Spike said quickly. “And I totally know I’m important. I have a statue.” 



Twilight nodded. “It’s an amazing thing to help save a kingdom, and you’re very important. But sometimes it’s nice to know in your day-to-day life that you’re really contributing something to the world, just by using your talents and skills.” 



“I’m… saving my talents and skills. For something really important. You know, I don’t wanna unleash them on Equestria all at once,” Spike smirked, then glanced to make sure Twilight was buying it.



Twilight raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t only be helping a good friend, you know. You’d be doing something important at Princess Celestia’s, helping to make sure the first non-unicorn student succeeds and thrives. That could go down in history.” 



Spike shrugged. “It’s important, sure, but is it really—”



“Spike, if you don’t want to go, just say so.” Twilight rolled her eyes with a smile. “I’m not going to be disappointed.”



“I… don’t want to go,” Spike said cautiously.



“Okay.” Twilight floated the bowl of amethysts back over to Spike. “If you change your mind, just let me know.”



As Twilight left, Spike looked down at the gemstones. He wasn’t really hungry anymore. Something felt wrong, even though clearly everything was perfect. He was going to stay here, where Twilight and Rarity needed him, and everypony was cool with that. He wondered if he might be getting sick. Dragons didn’t get pony diseases, but they could probably catch magic diseases. 



He left his lunch on the table and went to go look that up.





Apple Bloom came to a hallway where other foals and their parents were waiting outside the hall where the tests were taking place. There were about a dozen unicorn colts and fillies looking at flash cards, or being fussed over by their parents, or with their muzzles buried in books. Just about all of them wore expressions of dread and panic, so Apple Bloom felt right at home. 



She parked her little cart against a wall, out of the way, and unhooked herself. Twilight and Applejack seemed to have attracted some attention and had fallen into conversation with a few grown-up ponies. So, Apple Bloom turned to look for Spike and smiled when he was right next to her. 



“Can we go over the recipes one more time?”



“Yup! Lemme get the cards.” He turned to dig around in the cart.



A unicorn filly looked at them, her head cocked to the side. She looked at the cart, then back to Apple Bloom. “Are you here to bring the judges lunch?”



Apple Bloom felt the blood drain from her face. “I— I’m here to take the test.”



“By royal invitation,” Spike’s voice came from over her shoulder. She glanced back and he was holding her flash cards and glaring at the unicorn filly.



“You’re an earth pony,” the filly pointed out, raising an eyebrow.



Apple Bloom found the strength to fix the girl with a flat look. “You’re kiddin’.”



“So why do you want to go to Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns?” she asked.



“I can make potions, and Twilight’s been teachin’ me about the parts of magic, subthaumatic theory and resonance interactions… she said I could learn a bunch here.” Apple Bloom shrugged.



The filly raised her eyebrows. “That’s really advanced stuff.” Then she tossed her mane and turned away. “You’re weird.”



Apple Bloom turned to Spike, who was still glaring at the back of the girl’s head. She sighed. “Well that’s a nice way of talkin’ to a pony you might be goin’ to school with.”



“Just ignore her.” Spike said, loud enough for the girl to hear. “She probably won’t even get in. I’ve got your recipes, let’s go over them again.”







“Oh come on, Applejack will never let you leave Ponyville!” Scootaloo said, rolling her eyes. 



“AJ wants me to think about it,” Apple Bloom said, frowning at the brochure laid on the table. She’d looked at it all last night, practically memorized it and studied all of the pictures, and she was no closer to coming to a decision, so she’d gathered her friends in the clubhouse to help her.  



Scoots shook her head. “Okay, well first we need to deal with whoever brainwashed Applejack.”



“No, I think I understand,” Sweetie Belle said. She looked at Apple Bloom. “This is a big thing, isn’t it?”



“Real big,” Apple Bloom agreed. “I’d be the first pony to ever go there who wasn’t a unicorn. And it’s been around about 600 years, accordin’ to the brochure.”



Scoots looked at the brochure, then pointed at a picture. “Those ponies look too happy. You can’t go to some school with creepy, happy unicorns.”



Sweetie frowned. “Hey, I’m happy!”



“But you’re not creepy happy,” Scoots explained. “Like, look at this. They’re doing homework happy. Nopony does homework happy.”



“Isn’t this where Twilight went to school? I bet she did homework happy,” Sweetie shot back.



Scoots rolled her eyes. “But Apple Bloom doesn’t!”



“She likes Twilight Time.”



“But that’s different.”



Apple Bloom broke in, “Twilight said I’d get to learn about the same stuff as I do with her, but more.”



“But you wouldn’t be in Ponyville.” Scoots waved her forehooves. “We’d literally never see you again!"



“You mean figuratively,” Sweetie corrected. “Literally means ‘really.’”



“But everypony uses it to mean 'not really,'” Scoots said.



Sweetie rolled her eyes. “Then everypony uses it wrong.”



“The meaning of words can change. Like how ‘cool’ used to mean ‘cold,’ and now it means ‘like Rainbow Dash.’”



“You guys, this ain’t helpin!” Apple Bloom frowned. “Applejack said everypony wants me to decide this like a grown-up.”



“And you should.” Sweetie nodded. “Getting to go to school in Canterlot is an important decision.” 



“And so is leaving behind all of your friends and family and being the only earth pony there. It’d be like not having your cutie mark forever!” Scootaloo pointed out, her eyes wide.



“But, what if this is how she’s supposed to get her cutie mark?” Sweetie asked.



Scoots frowned. “How would that do her any good if she’s still totally different and not as good as everypony?



Apple Bloom narrowed her eyes. “I can be as good as everypony! I mean, I can’t cast spells, but maybe I can be better than them at potions or math or knowin’ stuff!”



“Apple Bloom…” Scoots walked over and wrapped a foreleg around her. “What you’re talking about doing is like if I wanted to move to Cloudsdale and go to flight school… ponies are going to notice, and they’re not going to be nice about it.” Scoots looked into the distance and narrowed her eyes. “We’re both as good as everypony else, but… maybe Ponyville is the place to be that way, where there are all types of ponies and everypony knows us.”



“That… makes sense,” Apple Bloom said, looking down at her hooves. “Twilight said I could still learn stuff here.”



Scoots gave her a pat on the shoulder. “See? It’s the perfect place for you.”



“I reckon it is…” Apple Bloom nodded.



“That’s dumb,” Sweetie said, frowning. “You don’t even know it is! What if that school is the perfect place for you?”



Scoots mouth dropped open. “Sweetie Belle, do you want Apple Bloom to leave us forever?”



“No, but I want Apple Bloom to get her cutie mark.” She stomped a forehoof on the table. “Are we the Cutie Mark Crusaders, or the Cutie Mark Sit-Arounders?’



“That’s not even a word.” Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “You can’t just add ‘er’ to the end of something and make it something you are.”



Sweetie ignored Scoots and talked to Apple Bloom instead. “Crusading is like adventuring. And sometimes it might be scary, but you have to do scary things to find your special talent. Maybe Canterlot is the perfect place for you. Maybe that’s where your special talent is. This could be destiny, and you’re going to stay in Ponyville because you’re scared?”



“I… I dunno!” Apple Bloom buried her face in a forehoof. “I feel like whatever I do is gonna be wrong! This is the worst thing that ever happened to me.”



“What about that time you got, like, a million fake cutie marks?” Scoots suggested.



“Or the time you almost got eaten by a chimera?” Sweetie added.



Apple Bloom shook her head. “If I stay here I might never get my cutie mark, and I’ll never get to learn all that stuff, and some other earth pony’s gonna have to be the first one to go to that school someday. If I go, everypony’s gonna make fun of me, and I’m gonna have to be better than everypony just for them to see I’m good enough, and I’ll never get to see you guys or my family again!”



Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo were silent, their eyes wide.  



Apple Bloom sighed and the energy drained out of her. “How am I supposed to decide something like this?”



After a moment, Scootaloo spoke up, “It’s easy, you should stay home.”



“No, you should go!”



“Stay!”



“Go!” 



“Stay!”



“Go!”



Apple Bloom sat down at the table and rested her face on the cool, smooth wood. 





“A shrinking potion,” Spike read.



Apple Bloom looked at the ceiling. “Simmer the poison joke extract. Add two zap apple seeds. Mix with four ounces of water and bring the water to a boil, stirrin’ it with a stalk of wheat.”



“Yup! Corroding oil.”



She took a breath. Was it pepper oil, or lemon oil? It must be pepper, pepper burned more. “Soak rust scrapin’s in pepper oil for five minutes, then strain the oil through ground obsidian— Spike, do I have the ground obsidian?”



Spike nodded. “A whole bottle.”



“Okay,” Apple Bloom breathed a sigh of relief. “Strain it through obsidian and make sure ya’ don’t drop it, cause that’ll leave a mark on the floor.”



Spike chuckled. “Yeah, better not bang up the room too much. The judges might not like it.”



Apple Bloom’s eyes went wide. “Spike, what if somethin’ explodes?”



He shrugged. “The rooms all have fire extinguishers.”



“Well, at least I won’t burn down the school when I fail.” Apple Bloom rolled her eyes.



Spike walked over next to her. “You’re not going to fail.”



Apple Bloom shook her head. “The test is gonna be somethin’ I don’t know a potion for. I know it.”



“Okay.” Spike set down the flash cards and folded his arms. “So what do you do then?”



“Give up and go home?” Apple Bloom asked hopefully.



Spike frowned. “I thought you wanted to get into Princess Celestia’s.”



“I do!” Apple Bloom insisted. 



Spike raised an eyebrow.



Apple Bloom looked at him and swallowed a lump in her throat. Then she nodded. “I look at what it is, and I look at what I got, and I… figure somethin’ out. If it don’t work, they’ll see that I tried everythin’ I could think.”



“Yup.” Spike grinned. “You could also pray for a sonic rainboom. I hear that works too.”







The sun was getting low in the sky when Apple Bloom made her way home from the clubhouse. As she walked through the orchard, she tried to imagine not walking through the orchard; walking home across the hooficured lawns of the School for Gifted Unicorns to a dinner not made by Granny. It was hard to imagine, a life like that didn’t seem real, it seemed like she’d be a character in a story or a movie. She tried to decide if it was a good story or a bad one, but it could be either. She started to suspect that grown-ups must make decisions like this by flipping a coin, because nothing she did got her any closer to knowing what she should do.



She heard the scraping of heavy bushels being loaded onto a cart and trotted over a few rows to see Applejack cleaning up her work for the night. Apple Bloom leaned against a tree.



“You’re really okay with me goin’ to Canterlot by myself?” she said.



Applejack didn’t look away from her work, bumping another bushel on the cart. “If that’s what you wanna do.”



“Just last year you wouldn’t let me stay here for a day,” Apple Bloom pointed out.



Applejack nodded as she trotted over to the next bushel. “I ain’t sayin’ it won’t be hard. It took me a bit to get used to the idea.”



“So why’re you okay with it now?” Apple Bloom asked, tilting her head.



“‘Cause I thought about everythin’.” Applejack finally looked over at her. “I listened to Twilight and Granny and Mac. And I thought about how I’d worry about you every darn day. And I thought about how someday you’ll be a grown-up pony, and you might not wanna stay here anyhow, and how I’ll worry about you when that day comes.” She bent down and loaded another bushel onto her back, turning back to the cart. “It wasn’t an easy thing to think about, but in the end I knew that givin’ you the chance to decide was what was best for you.”



“Thanks.” Apple Bloom tried to keep the sarcasm from her voice.



“You havin’ trouble?” Applejack raised an eyebrow at her.



“This is awful. Scootaloo thinks I oughta stay here, and Sweetie Belle thinks I oughta go, and there’s bad things and good things either way!” Apple Bloom sighed. “What would you do?”



Applejack thought for a moment. “When I was your age, I went off to Manehattan by myself. Of course, I also came right back home.” She glanced over at Apple Bloom. “Which, I oughta remind you, you can always do. Nopony will think less of you.”



“Except if the very first earth pony to go to Princess Celestia’s drops out, how’s that gonna look?” Apple Bloom raised an eyebrow.



Applejack paused. “I reckon now I oughta tell you you gotta make this decision for yourself and not worry about other ponies…” She smiled sadly. “But Apples ain’t real good at that. When we let other ponies down, we let ourselves down. And you’re an Apple right off the tree, lil’ sis.”



Apple Bloom looked down at where the roots of the tree snaked through the green grass. “Can’t you just tell me what to do?”



“I can’t, sugarcube. I wish I could, but I can’t,” Applejack said.



They were quiet for a few moments as Applejack went back to work and Apple Bloom felt the rough bark of the three scratching her coat.



Finally Applejack finished and hooked herself into the cart. “So, you really like this magic stuff?”



“Yeah, it’s neat.” Apple Bloom nodded, walking with Applejack as they made their way back to the barn. “There’s magic all over the place, with different kinds of resonance. So, like, earth pony magic is one kinda thaum, and pegasus magic is another kind, and the magic in plants is the same kind as earth pony magic, and the kind in clouds is the same kind as pegasi have. Then there’s some stuff that’s not about types of ponies, like rainbow’s a different kinda magic all together, and it’s really unstable. It’s sometimes the same as pegasus magic and sometime it ain’t, which is why a sonic rainboom’s so hard to do…. you ain’t listenin’.”



“Oh, I’m listenin’.” Applejack scrunched up her face. “I just get kinda lost when you’re talkin’ about thems—”



“Thaums.”



Applejack noded. “Yeah, that stuff.”



Apple Bloom sighed. It took forever to make Applejack or Big Mac understand stuff like this. “I can explain it better.”



“I know ya’ can, sugarcube.” Applejack looked over at her and raised an eyebrow. “But, do you really wanna?”



“I…” Apple Bloom frowned.



Applejack leaned over and gave her a nuzzle. “Why don’t you think about that and get washed up for supper?” 



“Okay.” Apple Bloom left Applejack, occasionally glancing back as she walked towards the house.





At regular intervals the hallway went quiet as the door opened, and a professor Spike vaguely recognized stuck his head out and called a name.



Finally the gray unicorn stallion called out, “Apple Bloom.”



Between the look on her face and the pale color, Spike was pretty impressed that she didn’t faint. But she also didn’t move until he gave her a nudge towards her cart. She fixed it around herself, fumbling with the latch, and then took a deep, shaky breath.



“We’re all gonna be right there, sugarcube,” Applejack said, running a hoof over her sister’s mane.



“And everything you need is in the cart. And you got every single recipe right,” Spike pointed out.



Apple Bloom nodded and walked into the lecture hall, followed by Spike, Twilight, and Applejack.



Inside were rows of seats going up like a theater, with the empty space of a stage at the bottom. Up towards the top sat three unicorns: the gray stallion Spike vaguely recognized, a younger looking brown mare who must be new, and a blue mare named Candlebright, who he knew pretty well as the Dean of Students; he’d delivered a lot of messages from Twilight to her in their time here. The stage level was empty, except for a large chest.



The three judges watched Apple Bloom with raised eyebrows as she pulled her cart over, unhooked herself, and stood next to the chest. Then they looked over at the ponies there to support her and started whispering.



After a few moments they nodded. 



“Apple Bloom?” Professor Candlebright said.



“Yes, ma’am. Um, Princess Celestia said I could use my potion makin’ equipment for the test?” She nodded to the cart.



“We have that in our notes.” Dean Candlebright nodded. “Please try to open that chest without damaging it and retrieve the crystal inside.”



Spike bit his lip as Apple Bloom stared at the chest, then shot him the most pitiful look he’d ever seen in his life. He understood and swallowed a lump in his throat. They both knew that nothing Apple Bloom had studied that would open a locked chest without messing it up.







“Heya, Spike.”



Spike was on his way back to the castle, a paper bundle under his arm with quills for Twilight. He hadn’t really been avoiding Apple Bloom, he didn’t usually see her enough to avoid her, but as soon as he heard her voice he cringed.



“Hi Apple Bloom!” he said over his shoulder. “Um… how’s it going?”



She trotted up next to him. “I wanted to ask ya’ some questions, if you got a minute.”



“What kind of questions?” he asked, glancing around and speeding his pace, hoping he could get back to the castle before he had to answer too many.



“About Canterlot,” Apple Bloom said, keeping up easily. “Like, what kinda place is it, and are the ponies there friendly?"



“Canterlot is awesome.” 



“It is?” Apple Bloom raised an eyebrow at him.



Spike nodded and slowed down. “Yeah. Think of it like Ponyville, except instead of one Sugarcube Corner, there are ten. And instead of market stalls, there are shops for everything, like toys and comic books. And there are movie theaters and plays and concerts. It’s a really cool place.”



“And the ponies there?” she asked.



“They’re friendly.” He smiled. “They even tried to make friends with Twilight, but… she wasn’t very good at it then. But you’re great at making friends, I know you won’t have any trouble.”



Apple Bloom just frowned. “Even if I’m the only earth pony, and I don’t know nopony, and I talk different, and I don’t have a cutie mark?”



The smile fell from Spike’s face. “I guess it might be harder, in that case…”



Apple Bloom sighed. “I kinda figured. The brochure looks so neat, ya’ know? All these pictures of colts and fillies laughin’ together and makin’ potions and learnin’ stuff, and they all look real happy. And it talks about the new buildin’s for magical engineering and the professors who seem to know everythin’ about everythin’. But all the foals in those pictures are unicorns, and I feel like… that ain’t how it’d go for me, ya’ know?”



“I get it.” Spike nodded, then looked at her. She looked really worried, and he reached out and patted her shoulder. “And, I mean, that’s not really how it goes for anypony. I’ve been in those classrooms, nopony was ever that happy. They were always worried about a test, or sleepy because they stayed up all night playing games or studying. But there were cool times, too…”



She looked at him with hope peeking through her frown. 



He went on, “I don’t think it would be like in those pictures. And it might be harder for you than for other ponies. But I do think there are ponies there who’ll be your friends, and I think you’d get to have some of those cool times, if you relaxed and let yourself without worrying.”



She smiled and snorted. “Sometimes I think all I ever do is worry.”



Spike grinned. “I’ve known ponies like that. They just need friends to snap them out of it.”



Apple Bloom raised an eyebrow, still smiling. “So I’ve gotta not worry to make friends, and friends will help me not worry? That don’t sound real useful.”



He nodded. “I guess it would be pretty hard for you, at first. But it would get better.”



“It’s just more to think about.” She sighed and shook her head. “There’s so much to think about, ya’ know? I made a list last night. There’s twenty different things I gotta keep in my mind all at once while I figure this out!”



 “It’s a big decision. Bigger than anything I ever had to decide.” Spike looked up. They were approaching the castle. He’d been looking forward to lunch, but it didn’t seem that appetizing all of a sudden.



Apple Bloom glanced at the castle, then smiled at him. “Well, I appreciate your tellin’ me about Canterlot.”



“Yeah. No problem. I wish I could help… more.”



She trotted away, and he went inside, wishing that ponies would stop making him feel like this right before meals. 







Apple Bloom closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then she opened them and studied the chest. It was covered in leather, with brass fittings on the corners, brass hinges on the back, and big padlock on the front. She could make a corroding potion, that might open the lock, but it would probably hurt the chest in the process. She could easily buck the darn lock off the chest, but that would definitely hurt the chest. 



Everything she could think of would hurt the chest. This just wasn’t something a pony could do with a potion. If she was a unicorn, maybe she could use some kind of magical lock picking, but… she wasn’t a unicorn.



Which was the problem when it came down to it. She was crazy, thinking she belonged here. She looked over at Applejack and Twilight and Spike again. All three were trying to smile, to help her feel better, but it just made her feel worse. They knew she couldn’t do this, why was everypony pretending she could? What good did that do anypony? She was wasting the judges time, and everypony would probably just laugh about how an earth pony tried to pass the entrance exam at Princess Celestia’s and couldn’t think of a thing to do for it.



She looked at her useless wagon and thought about bucking that. It wouldn’t open the chest, but the glass and potion ingredients would make a really satisfying crash. But that would be mean, somepony would have to clean it up, and Spike spent all that time packing it for her.



She shook her head and walked over to the wagon. She took out the list of ingredients and objects Spike had packed. Maybe she’d accidentally put a set of lockpicks on the list. Not that they would help much, her experiences as part of Cutie Mark Crusaders: Locksmiths would attest to that. But she wouldn’t be standing there like an idiot.



The list was full of the things she’d need to make potions. Different plants and scrapings and oils, bottles and fittings, a burner for heating things, and the tools to put them all together. There was no potion that could help her now, but as her eyes scanned the list they landed on something… she shouldn’t have needed it, but Spike probably added it just in case the fittings on the stands that held the bottles came loose. She wished she remembered it earlier, she would have fixed that darn wagon.



She looked over at him, he was biting his lip and his claws were in fists, he didn’t even try to smile at her. 



So she grinned at him instead. She dropped the list and quickly trotted around the chest, nodded to herself, and started pulling out ingredients to make a potion.







The sun was setting and Apple Bloom was sitting on a hill overlooking Sweet Apple Acres, thinking. She’d thought so much in the past week she thought her brain was going to dissolve. That would make things easier, at least. It occurred to her that maybe that was why grown-ups drank hard cider, and it didn’t seem fair that she had to make a grown-up decision before she was even allowed to have any.



As she was thinking, she heard somepony huffing and puffing up the hill. She glanced over and saw Spike coming towards her. 



“Heya,” she said.



“Hey… I’ve been looking… all over… for you. This… is a big… farm.” He finally made it to where she was sitting and plopped down.



She smiled as he caught his breath. “You get used to it. You oughta get out and exercise more.” 



He scrunched up his face. “That would cut into my food and comics time.”



Apple Bloom giggled. “Well, I reckon that’s another thing about a farm. Food is all over the place. Want an apple?”



“Nah. I just wanted to talk to you.” Spike took a deep breath. “I wanted to ask if you want me to go to Canterlot with you as your assistant. Like I was for Twilight when she was in school.”



Apple Bloom’s mouth fell open. “You’d do that for me?”



Spike took a deep breath, then he grinned. "Yeah. And I’ll show you all around Canterlot, and I’ll help you study, and you’ll always have a friend, right there. And we can come back to Ponyville whenever we have time.”



“But... why?”



Spike shrugged. “I like helping ponies. And you need my help, so… it’s what I want to do.”



Apple Bloom looked at the farmhouse. “Ya’ know, Applejack said I was a lucky pony. I reckon she’s right. I got great folks, amazin’ friends who all care about me, I got a chance to do something fun that nopony’s ever done before, and be in a neat city, and have somepony there I know I can depend on. Other ponies ain’t gonna have that. They might get some of it, but I got it all. I guess that means… I oughta give it a shot.”



She looked over at Spike. “That sounds like some grown-up thinkin’, right?”



Spike nodded. “More grown-up than a lot of grown-up ponies I know.” 



“Good.” Apple Bloom smiled for real. It felt like the first time in days. “I’ll tell my family this evenin’ and go talk to Twilight tomorrow.”



Spike smiled back. “Great. So, I guess now you’ve just gotta study for the entrance exam.”



The smile slowly melted from Apple Bloom’s face as her stomach started to twist. She sat frozen like that for a few long minutes.



“Apple Bloom?” Spike asked, his brows furrowed in worry.



Apple Bloom just flopped back in the grass and groaned. “Now I gotta worry about that exam!”







It only took Apple Bloom a few minutes to put together her equipment and mix up the potion, and then it was just a matter of letting it set. While she waited, she went back to her cart and found the screwdriver. 



She calmly trotted over to the chest and unscrewed the hinges on the back, being careful not to scratch the brass or leather. She opened it just wide enough for her hoof to fit inside so that she didn’t bend the latch on the front. She felt around until she found the gemstone and slid it up the side and out of the box. Then she carefully screwed the hinges back on and set the gem on top of the chest.



The judges were just staring at her, and she felt herself blush. 



“I… uh… didn’t know a potion that would open the box. But I got the gem out anyways.” 



The judges were quiet, but she saw them look towards the potion she was making. 



“Oh, yeah. It didn’t feel fair to do a magic test with a screwdriver. So, I made ya’ a plant growin’ potion too, for your gardens or houseplants or what have ya’. It’s a real good one, just don’t use more than three drops at a time unless you got a whole lotta ponies to feed.”



The judges raised their eyebrows. Then the blue mare smiled and said, “Thank you, Apple Bloom. You’ll be receiving the results in a few days.”



Apple Bloom nodded and put on her mature, serious face. “Thank ya’ kindly, folks.” Then she packed up her things, hitched up her wagon, and trotted towards the door.



Soon as they got outside, Applejack grinned and hugged her tight. “Apple Bloom, I am so proud of ya’! I dunno if ya’ passed the test, but that kinda thinkin’ is a darn useful thing anywhere.”



“I know I didn’t know a spell that would pick a lock when I took my test, but I knew one that would undo screws. You did exactly what I would have done.” Twilight grinned and wrapped her wings around the sisters.



“I guess you could say you were really… thinking outside the box! Huh? Get it?” Spike waggled his eyebrows.



“Spike! That’s awful.” Apple Bloom said, giggling.



Spike grinned. “Well, I guess you’re gonna have to get used to it.” 



Apple Bloom walked over and nuzzled him. “Ya’ know, I’m lookin’ forward to it.”
      

      
   
      Doing Well by Doing Good


      

      
      
         Over the years, Rarity had come to realize that there were several matters about which she was rarely mistaken.



A client's measurements, for instance. Yes, she made a show of deploying her tape up, down, over, and across each pony who visited the Carousal Boutique for a fitting, but that was simply for the customer's peace of mind. From fetlock to flank, from withers to chest, both front and rear inseams as well as collar and hat size: one appraising glance was all she needed.



This did, she had to admit, lead to the occasional problem. Such as—



"A perfect size three!" Fashionably Late flexed a bulky pastern. "I've been a perfect size three, my dear Rarity, since my school days." She sighed. "Fil has been enamored of my figure since our very first cotillion, and twenty years of marriage haven't changed me a whit!"



Ever the professional, Rarity didn't allow her smile to so much as waver. "Of course!" She made an entirely fictitious note on her pad and a mental note to multiply the written number by four. "I have Mr. Rich's ensemble in the next room awaiting your approval, but first—" Not allowing her horn to spark the way it wanted to, she smoothly turned to the next page, the page she'd been waiting all week, all month, and in a larger sense, all her life to turn to. "I wanted to show you my preliminary thoughts on the gown you'll be wearing with the Azdariz Diamond."



Just saying the name forced Rarity to stifle another shiver. For while she'd worked with larger gems, none, she was convinced, could hold the proverbial candle to the Azdariz. That she'd been allowed to touch the diamond during Ms. Late's previous fitting session, had been allowed to caress it with her magic and soak herself in the dazzling prismatic reflections and refractions from its surface—



Suffice it to say that the sensations had featured quite prominently in her dreams during the course of the last week.



Intoxicated by the memory of its radiance, Rarity had worked with increasing fervor to design an outfit that would transform Fashionably Late's ever-so-slightly brick-like self into the ultimate display platform for—



"The Azdariz Diamond?" Ms. Late gave a sniff. "Oh, no, my dear. I'll not be wearing that old thing! Honestly! Do you want me to be taken for a provincial?"



One of the other matters about which Rarity was rarely mistaken, she'd found, was her life-long adherence to that simple piece of business advice: the customer is never to be hit over the head with a table. The twitch that seemed to wrench her left eyelid several inches to the side, however, made her consider for the first time in her distinguished career the complete abandonment of this principle.



"Not be wearing it?" That she didn't shriek the words, Rarity felt, should qualify her for an award of some sort. "The single most perfect gemstone ever mined, polished, cut, and set upon a gold chain during any period before or since the founding of Equestria, and you'll not be wearing it?"



Fashionably Late waved one of her double-wide hooves. "A mere bauble, Rarity, I assure you. Besides, Fil sent straight to the jewelry exchange when I misplaced it the other day, and—"



"Misplaced it?" This shriek, unfortunately, would have forced Rarity to return the award had it in fact been presented to her a moment previously. "You—! How—? Where—? When—?"



"Oh, now, really!" Ms. Late pursed her lips. "If I knew the answers to those questions, the diamond wouldn't be lost, would it? All I know is that I brought it here last week, then I tucked it into my bag, ran a few errands around Ponyville, went home, opened my bag, and the diamond was gone. Cloves and the rest of the household staff have spent the week searching here and there for it, but to no avail. So I've arranged for a notice to be printed in tomorrow's newspaper telling anypony who finds it to keep it. I never much cared for the thing anyhow." She shrugged her broad shoulders and gestured to her saddlebags, hanging on the rack beside the fitting room door. "The topaz necklace Fil bought me is much more cosmopolitan, I'm sure you'll agree, and much more complimentary to my coloration."



And yes, it was a perfectly lovely topaz necklace, one that stood out quite well against the acreage of Ms. Late's wine-dark hide. But after the gentle zephyrs of the Azdariz Diamond, the topaz rankled against Rarity's magic as crass as garlic breath, as rough as dried bubble gum and as scratchy as beach sand between the bed sheets.



Nodding, Rarity of course agreed to design a new gown around the necklace, but it wasn't until Fashionably Late had left with many an approving glance at Filthy Rich's outfit for the upcoming Rich Family Spring Social that Rarity realized how truly and thoroughly shocked she'd been. Wandering dazedly into her workshop after locking up the Boutique for the evening, she found herself staring at her fainting couch, still settled in its place against the far wall.



Her dismay—nay, her horror—at the thought of the Azdariz Diamond being lost ran so deeply through her that she couldn't even bring herself to pass out. Instead, her every fiber screamed that action must be taken, that a stalwart response much be made, that this literal shining jewel of Equestrian culture must not be allowed simply to vanish into some treasure-seeker's hidey hole.



"But how?" she muttered, her hooves unable to cease pacing her back and forth across the room. Her jewel-finding sense was, of course, splendidly acute, but it didn't function with the sort of specificity required to locate a particular diamond. Still, if the Azdariz had truly been lost somewhere within the city limits of Ponyville, she could easily stroll up and down the streets this evening before the gem's loss became public knowledge—



With her horn glowing like a lighthouse beacon and attracting a great deal of unwanted attention. She could wear a hat, of course, to mask the effects of her magic, but, well, she always attracted attention due to the power of her extreme fabulosity—which, despite Twilight Sparkle's continued insistence to the contrary, was as real a word as any Rarity had ever uttered. Attention would lead to questions, questions would lead to answers, and answers might very well lead to others entering the search for the diamond.



Rarity's chest tightened, shivers racing from her ears to her fetlocks. Yes, most current jewelsmiths considered the Azdariz to be old-fashioned and quaint—"fusty," she'd even heard a colleague call it, a colleague with whom Rarity had so far managed to avoid ever conversing again—but she certainly couldn't help it if most current jewelsmiths were tasteless hacks and boors. It made her stomp a hoof, the thought that somepony like that might come into possession of the diamond. She definitely needed to act tonight.



But how to manage it? How could she search discreetly for a lost gem when she was the most noticeable pony in town?








Taking a breath of the midnight air through the mask's fabric, Rarity slid open the window of her darkened showroom and slipped into the space between the wall of Carousel Boutique and the shrubbery.



Yes, this was undoubtedly a silly idea. When it had occurred to her, in fact, as she'd paced and pondered earlier, it had struck her as so inordinately ridiculous, she had batted it away with a laugh as blithely as Opalescence batted at that feathered ball with which she enjoyed playing on occasion.



As evening had deepened to full night, however, Rarity restlessly prowling the halls, the idea had kept returning. The outfit had a large enough hat to cover the telltale light of her horn in action; it was dark enough to render her largely invisible should she keep to the shadows and tread softly; and the cape, she'd always thought, was simply to die for.



She'd kept the costume, of course, carefully hung in the back closet with others of her designs that she couldn't bear to dispose of for sentimental reasons. And with the clock in the hall striking eleven, Rarity had found herself standing in the doorway of that very same closet, her magic rifling through the unfinished or ungainly items stored there till she'd come across those very particular and sleek purples and dark blues.



It took her the rest of the hour to convince herself that she hadn't lost her mind, but only a few moments to don the entire ensemble. Yes, she'd been alone among her friends in not actually wearing the suit during their chastisement of Rainbow Dash, but since she'd had to work on a very tight deadline in constructing the original version, she'd used her own measurements as the template.



Crouching behind the shrubs, she straightened a seam with the slightest of smiles. The Mare-Do-Well outfit still fit her as snugly as the day she'd made it.



Glancing from side to side and pricking her ears, she perceived no other ponies anywhere about. So with another breath, she activated her gem-finding spell—the scan she'd already made of the Boutique and its environs had brought nothing to light but her regular stock of jewels—and scurrying from the bushes to the wall of the building across the street, she began slinking through the shadows toward the town square.



Fortunately, Fashionably Late had always struck Rarity as a creature of habit, visiting the same spots when out on errands either alone or with that appalling child of hers. Unfortunately, as the matriarch of the town's wealthiest family, Ms. Late visited quite a variety of spots: the Gardening Committee met at the gazebo in the park, the Parent-Teacher Association at the schoolhouse, the Library Board of Trustees downstairs in Twilight's castle, the Village Beautification League at City Hall, et cetera, et cetera. The more she thought about it, in fact, the easier it seemed for Rarity's current purposes to eliminate those few places the mare didn't go and work from there.



With her mind focused on putting together an itinerary, she crept along the silent streets while shrugging off the occasional tug of her horn toward the jewelry box of some sleeping pony in whatever house she was passing. That she might be too late, however—it had been a week since the diamond's disappearance, after all—she refused to think about. She would do this first scan of the town tonight, and if she came up empty—



A fluttering of feathers and a clearing of throat behind her made her hooves freeze halfway into taking her next step. Swiveling her head, she squinted over her shoulder through the mask's eyepieces, and her entire circulatory system froze as well. For there, those unmistakable violet eyes narrowing beneath that ill-cropped, multi-colored mane, stood the very last pony Rarity had hoped or expected to see wandering about Ponyville in the middle of a Thursday night.



"Hi," Rainbow Dash said, her body taut and still and making Rarity think of an arrow notched and ready to shoot from its bow. "D'you think I could maybe ask you a couple questions?"



Bolting for the nearest alleyway was a mistake, Rarity knew the moment she did it, but by then it was rather too late. The whoosh of wings made her ears twist, and throwing herself sideways, she ended up tripping and tumbling out of Rainbow's way, the pegasus whisking past with a shouted, "Hey!"



Rarity regained her hooves quickly enough, and galloping down the sidewalk, she searched the street ahead frantically for anywhere she could hide that wasn't a trash bin or the underside of a dusty stoop. The rather unkempt rhododendron bush along the side of the hardware store seemed the best option, so she stretched her magic, pushed as many of the branches out of the way as she could manage, leaped inside, and let the foliage snap back into place.



Two heartbeats later—and Rarity's heart was beating rather quickly at that moment—a flapping of wings brought Rainbow Dash to a landing in the middle of the street, the frown on her muzzle about as ferocious as any Rarity had ever seen there. Rainbow looked to the left, looked to the right, and her forehead wrinkled, her frown getting even more ferocious. Peering through the leaves, Rarity held her breath, and when Rainbow turned slowly in a full circle without her frown lessening, a little spark of hope tingled along Rarity's spine. Perhaps the dark fabric of the costume would keep her safe from detection?



But then Rainbow closed her eyes, tipped her head back, and sniffed. Her eyes shot open, blinked several times, then moved so Rarity found herself looking straight into them. "Rarity?" Rainbow asked.



Cursing her all-too-distinctive jasmine perfume, Rarity considered staying put and remaining unresponsive. But, well, another matter that Rarity had found herself to be rarely mistaken about was the behavior of those ponies who had become her dearest and closest friends over the last few years. Indeed, Rainbow was already stepping closer to the rhododendron bush, her wings flaring to no doubt lift her into the air so she could get a better vantage.



"Yes, Rainbow," Rarity said with a sigh, firing her horn to clear a path as she stepped back out onto the sidewalk. "It is I..."








Her gaze on the concrete, Rarity didn't know—rather, she didn't want to know—what expression Rainbow had on her face. "Huh," that scratchy voice said. "You wanna tell me why you're out here in the middle of the night wearing the Mare-Do-Well suit?"



For another half a heartbeat, Rarity thought about making something up. But really, what could she possibly say? What story could she fabricate when the truth sounded odd enough to be fiction?



"Well, if you must know," she said, and removing her headgear, she carefully folded the mask over the crown of the hat, settled herself to sit on the sidewalk, and told Rainbow plainly and straightforwardly how she'd come to learn that Filthy Rich's wife had lost the Azdariz Diamond. "And I'm determined to find it," she finished some moments later, "before the mad searching that's likely to begin when the news is made public tomorrow."



Rainbow had stayed completely blank-faced throughout the entire recitation, and as the night's silence drifted down around them again, Rarity had no idea what to expect. Would Rainbow react with anger since Rarity was dredging up this unfortunate episode from Rainbow's past? With derision since she was engaging in this childish bit of dress-up? With a scolding since she was trying to cheat other ponies out of the opportunity to find the Azdariz for themselves?



But instead— "Okay," Rainbow said. "I'm in."



Rarity stared. "I beg you pardon?"



"I mean, c'mon!" Rainbow waved her wings. "I took Cloud Kicker's night shift this week 'cause her folks're visiting from Cloudsdale, but unless there's a storm brewing, night weather's the absolute boringest." A grin spread over her face, and she rubbed her hooves together. "So tracking jewel thieves? Yeah, you bet I'm in."



"Thieves?" Rarity could only blink for a moment. "Rainbow, the diamond was almost certainly not stolen. Fashionably Late's just, well, careless is perhaps the kind word for her. Growing up in luxury, she's never had to do without anything, so she's never had to pay much attention to what she does have."



"Hey." Rainbow poked Rarity's chest. "Don't you be badmouthing Shony."



That got Rarity blinking even more. "Shony?"



"Sure, she gets a little snooty sometimes, but—"



"Shony?" Rarity felt like a sewing machine that wouldn't quite take thread from its bobbin. "Are you honestly telling me that you know Fashionably Late well enough to call her by a nickname?"



Rainbow folded her front legs across her chest. "When we do our fundraiser every year to help out any ponies who lost stuff or got hurt 'cause of the weather, Shony's right there pitching in. She gets all her rich friends to come, pays to put the dinner together, and she's, like, the biggest donor all the time, too."



Suddenly, the costume seemed much too warm around Rarity. "I...I had no idea."



"And how's this for thinking?" Rainbow sprang into a hover and stretched her neck to whisper right into Rarity's ear. "If Shony had just lost this diamond, then somepony woulda found it by now. And if somepony'd found it, they woulda turned it in to City Hall or to Twilight at the castle, right? It woulda made the papers, too, I betcha." She reared back, spread her hooves, and shouted, her voice echoing all along the street, "Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Some guy finds a great big—!"



"Shhh!" Leaping up, Rarity shoved her right hoof into Rainbow's mouth ,wrapped her left front leg around her neck, and dragged her to the ground. "Ponies are trying to sleep, you know!"



With a little flip, Rainbow broke away from Rarity's grip, her grin more abashed than usual. "But you see what I mean?" she asked in something closer to a midnight tone of voice. "If it was just lost, we woulda heard about when somepony found it. But we didn't, so that means we're dealing with thieves."

 

Rarity tried her best neither to raise her voice nor to scowl. "Or perhaps it's fallen someplace difficult to access. Down the storm drain or in the river or somewhere similar."



"Half of one, six dozen of the other." Tossing her mane, Rainbow drifted upward again, her wings a blur. "Either we're fighting jewel thieves, or we're hunting for ancient treasure. Hey, and if we're lucky, maybe we'll getta do both!"



The tiniest needle-like ache started jabbing into Rarity's temple. "This isn't a Daring Do novel, Rainbow."



Rainbow poked the clasp holding Rarity's cape in place. "Last time I looked, I wasn't the one wearing the costume." With a laugh, she zoomed off toward the town square. "You coming, Mare-Do-Well?"



"Rainbow!" Once again, Rarity barely managed to choke off her yell; levitating the mask and hat, she took a step to follow her friend, but she couldn't concentrate fully on her gem-finding spell if she was busy floating all this paraphernalia around. She couldn't leave the hat and mask here, either, as that would break up the ensemble and spoil the entire look. So with more than a few grumbles, she wrenched the mask over her head, shoved the hat into place, and raced off into the darkness after Rainbow Dash.








Again, nothing unusual pinged her horn as she ran past the houses and shops, but she gained a new appreciation for the fabric she'd used to construct the costume. She'd of course started with one of the lightweight, cotton/rubber blends all the professional sports teams used, but she'd also performed a bit of her own special magic on it during the sewing process so it would move and breathe more easily. Perhaps she should contact the suppliers who handled the Wonderbolts' equipment and see if—



"Pssst!" The hiss brought her up short, and Rarity blinked to see that she'd actually arrived at Ponyville Square. Rainbow, clinging to the side of the toy store just above Rarity and peering around the corner, motioned with a hoof, her grin brighter than the moon overhead. "Thieves, see? Didn't I tell you? At Time Turner's place!"



This time, the suit suddenly felt too tight. Inching forward till she could see into the square, Rarity blinked and squinted. In the uncertain silver light, it indeed looked very much like a ladder was standing propped against the side of Dr. Turner's clock shop.



"Oooo!" Rainbow grabbed Rarity with one front hoof and pointed the other at the shop. "There's somepony walking around up on the roof! C'mon! Now's our chance!" And she took off across the square, a blue shadow whipping away only a couple hoof-widths above the close-cropped grass.



"Rainbow!" Rarity's eyes had gotten somewhat more used to the dark by then, and she'd gotten a good look at the silhouette of the pony atop the clock shop's flat roof. And one of the other matters about which Rarity was rarely mistaken involved identifying ponies based solely upon the silhouettes of their manecuts. "Wait!"



Not that Rainbow stopped or slowed, of course. Gritting her teeth, Rarity took off in the same direction, but she was barely halfway there when Rainbow swooped up the ladder and landed beside the figure with a thump Rarity could hear quite clearly. "All right, buddy!" Rainbow's voice rang out. "Where's the diamond?"



"I'm sorry?" a stallion's voice replied, quiet even in the post-midnight silence, and Rarity upped her pace.



"You heard me! I want that diamond?"



"I...that is, all my clocks here have jewel bearings, of course, but—"



"Your clocks?" Rainbow sounded confused, and Rarity, reaching the bottom of the ladder and starting to haul her panting self upward, hoped against hope that the pegasus would put two and two together and come up with— "The clocks you stole from Time Turner, you mean!"



"I beg your pardon, Ms. Dash, but I—"



"And nunna your double-talk! You're gonna put every wunna these clocks back, see, and then you're gonna—!"



"Rainbow!" Rarity heaved herself over the roof's parapet and somehow managed not to sprawl like a rag doll onto the tar paper and gravel. "This...is...Time Turner!"



"Huh?" Rainbow turned her head and blinked, Time Turner standing in front of her, the whole roof around them covered with all manner of clocks and watches. Looking back, Rainbow squinted, then started as if she'd found herself staring at a bee. "Oh! Hey, Doc. I didn't recognize you. New manecut?"



Dr. Turner ran a hoof through his hair. "Not as such, no..."



"So then—" Spreading her wings, Rainbow gestured to the clocks. "What's up with this?"



"Moon crystals." Rarity had finally caught her breath. "They power most timepieces in Equestria, but they need recharging every few full moons." She pointed upward and nodded to Dr. Turner. "Pray, sir, forgive my friend her enthusiasm, but I'm afraid we must be on our way."



Glad that the mask hid her blushes, Rarity grabbed the top of the ladder, swung herself onto the top rung, and started down. "Sorry, Doc," she heard Rainbow say. "No hard feelings, huh?"



"Oh, no, Ms. Dash, none at all. But, ummm, who was that masked mare?"



Rarity groaned without making a sound and slid the rest of the way, the costume's dark blue wrapped boots handling the friction quite well, she couldn't help noticing. "Doc?" Rainbow said above her. "It's a long, weird story, and if you're lucky, you'll never hear it." A flash in the moonlight brought Rainbow to street level. "So!" she asked jauntily. "Where to next?"



"Oh, I don't know." Rarity glared at her grin. "Perhaps we could visit the glazier's shop so you could shatter some windows. Or the paint store so you could roll a dozen empty cans down the side of the building."



"Hey!" Rainbow scowled. "I make one honest mistake, and you get all grouchy on me!"



"I just—" Taking a breath, Rarity blew it out, the fabric of the mask slightly damp and sour smelling. "I donned this outlandish costume, Rainbow Dash, in the hopes that I could go about this evening's business without drawing undue attention to myself."



"Uh-huh." Had Applejack been there to witness the arch of Rainbow's eyebrow, Rarity was sure that their friend would've been quietly proud. "The hat, the cape, and the bug eyes is how you do incognito?"



Sighing some more seemed rather pointless, but Rarity found that she couldn't stop herself. "Please, Rainbow. It's past midnight, and I want to have as much of the town scanned as possible before the sun comes up. So I would take it as a personal favor if you would help me toward that goal instead of hindering me."



Rainbow's mouth went sideways. "Fine. But we see anything else that looks like a crime happening—"



"Yes, of course." Rarity started up the street toward the site of the former library. "We shall leap in with all hooves blazing or however those dreadful comic books of Spike's always put it."



"Okay!" A flap of wings brought Rainbow to Rarity's side. "Now you're talking!"








That the rest of the night's activities went smoothly brought Rarity as much pleasure, she knew, as it brought Rainbow grief. "Six hours!" She waved a wing toward the eastern horizon, now substantially brighter than just a few moments before. "And nothing!"



Finding nothing, Rarity had to admit, made the entire situation a good deal less than satisfying, but they'd indeed covered every spot in Ponyville that Fashionably Late could conceivably have visited. Rarity reached up to rub her eyes only to remember that she was still wearing the Mare-Do-Well mask. "Somepony must have already found it...."



"No honest pony!" Rainbow took to the air and smacked her front hooves together. "I mean, face it, Rares: that diamond's prob'bly cut into four or five pieces and halfway to dragon country by now!"



The thought made her miss a step. To cut the Azdariz Diamond would be a travesty beyond compare, but to lock it away in some dragon's hoard, never again to know the kiss of sunlight or the gentle cradle of a mare's throat? "No." Her horn as numb as a leg slept on incorrectly, her hooves throbbing and her neck stiff, she nonetheless raised her head and looked east. "Because I'll be going after it."



"What?" Rainbow's voice cut through Rarity's head like a mid-winter icicle. "Are you nuts? It's just a rock! You can't seriously—!"



"I must." She could barely swallow, her throat felt so thick. "It's beauty, Rainbow Dash, the purest, loveliest, most inexpressibly perfect object I shall ever see or touch. And to let that go..." Her whole body seemed to clench, and she couldn't continue.



"Wow," a thick voice said behind her. "Your friend must sure like watching the sun rise, Rainbow Dash."



Blinking, Rarity turned, and—



"Oh, hey, Derpy." Rainbow gave a nod. "Early delivery this morning?"



"You betcha!" The postmare was nodding, too. "There's always somepony somewhere who needs their stuff before breakfast."



Rarity, however, couldn't look away from the object hanging from Derpy's neck, the chain much too long for a pony her size, the light of dawn catching it, embracing it, calling forth its inner fire in a way that made Rarity forget everything else she'd ever known.



"Huh." Rainbow stepped forward into the corner of Rarity's field of vision. "That a new necklace, Derpy?"

 

"Yep!" Derpy caught the swinging chain with a hoof and raised the Azdariz Diamond closer to Rainbow's face. "I found it in the park the other day just laying in the mud! Isn't it pretty?"



"Yeah, I guess." The indifference in Rainbow's voice shocked Rarity; she turned to glare at Rainbow, but the glare Rainbow was already aiming at her made Rarity's simply deflate. "I've gotta say, though, that it sure isn't the sorta thing I'd, y'know, leave my friends and family and business and life behind to go chasing after. But, yeah, it's pretty enough."



Derpy was blinking at Rainbow. "What?" she asked.



"Stones like that," Rainbow said, but her gaze stayed fixed on Rarity's, the intensity there not allowing Rarity to look away. "You gotta be careful with 'em 'cause they sometimes make ponies do stupid things. Especially when those ponies forget the stuff that's really important."



The suit around Rarity was getting warmer and warmer, the now-risen sun shining full upon her. But a part of her mind had already begun planning her visit to Derpy's house after midnight tonight—Derpy didn't lock her doors, Rarity was certain, and the Mare-Do-Well costume should serve quite nicely to stop any hair or hide traces from remaining behind....



She shook her head. Then she shook it again. "Yes," she said, her voice barely sounding like hers even to her own ears. "It is a lovely stone."



But one of the matters about which Rarity was rarely mistaken involved her belief that true beauty could never be possessed but could only be shared. Sitting back on the ground, she reached up with her hooves and removed her hat and mask. "If you like, Derpy, I can show you a better way to wear it."



"Rarity?" Derpy's eyes went wide even though one of them seemed to be focused straight up. "Oh, wow! I didn't know it was you in there!"



"It very nearly wasn't." Rarity gave Rainbow a glance and saw her friend really smiling for the first time in many long hours. "But you need to wear a stone like that close about your neck: these sorts of gems love to rest against the skin, you see." Sparking her weary horn, she sent her magic out to bunch the chain, form a temporary clasp, and draw the Azdariz up to nestle against Derpy's breast, the mailmare's gray coloration the perfect background for the rainbows dancing within the diamond.



"Wow," Derpy whispered, both her eyes somehow pointing downward at the same time. "You're right. It's even prettier now..."



"Come by the shop later." Rarity took a deep breath. "I'll fix it more permanently for you." She blew the breath out. "It'll be a lovely heirloom to pass on to Dinky someday."



"Okay!" Wings buzzing, Derpy swooped over to give her a quick hug. "Thanks, Rarity! I'll see you! You, too, Rainbow Dash!" And she zipped off in the direction of the post office.



Dawn continued its silent stirring around them for a moment, then Rainbow said, "I'm not gonna ask if you're okay, Rares, 'cause I know you are."



"I will be, I think, yes." Looking at Rainbow Dash, Rarity counted herself quite fortunate to know so many ponies who wouldn't allow her to be mistaken. "Thank you."
      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Weapon of the Ancients


      

      
      
         What I most love and hate about archeology is the unpredictability. An expedition to, say, Neighcaragua could mean spending hours with a brush in my teeth as I clean delicate Quetzalcoatl artifacts or flying for my life as a living tribe of the feathered serpents tries to bring me down because Caballeron framed me for stealing their most sacred relic.



Last time I went to Neighcaragua, both happened.



That proves my point, really. You never know what you’re going to get in this field. In college, I had to familiarize myself with eight ancient mythologies, six extinct languages, and four martial arts, and that was just for my bachelor’s.



Thus, when I found myself in a dingy bar for tapirs in upper Llamazonia, waiting for an informant like I was Con Mane (who isn’t nearly as suave in person,) it was business as usual. This wasn’t even the first time I’d been to this particular watering hole, and it was just as cramped and poorly lit as I remembered it. The bartender even remembered me and gave me my order from last time, something syrupy that tasted like mangoes and pain. I needed it.



I didn’t have to wait long. My informant ducked inside a few minutes after I got my drink. I was surprised to see another pony, but with a name like Bromeliad, I suppose I should’ve been expecting it. Still, even ponies without wings tend to find tapir places claustrophobic, given the size discrepancy. I managed by telling myself it was just another ruin. The state of the tables made that easy to believe.



I waited for the earth pony to make the first move. I'd been burned by impostor informants before. He moved straight to my table. Well, I wasn’t exactly hard to spot. We were the only people here who didn’t look like pigs with prehensile snouts. Still, I nursed my mug of electric death jelly until he whispered, “Daring Do?”



I set down my drink and nodded. “That’s me.”



“I am Bromeliad,” he said.



"What's the code phrase?"



He blinked, his ears folding back. "There was a code phrase?"



I smiled. “No, but I can't be too careful.” I looked around. “So, why Baird’s? Not exactly a conspicuous place for two ponies to meet.”



“Ahuizotl has few friends among the tapirs," said Bromeliad. "We are safe here.”



I scowled into my drink. “Nowhere’s really safe from him.” I sighed. “But I suppose if we haven’t been pounced on by jungle cats yet, then this place is fairly secure. So, what can you tell me about the Weapon?”



He took on a familiar, distant look. Great, he was a storyteller. Some informants could just give me a quick rundown, but others had to make a production out of it. Totally different from the novels; I only work on those after I’ve saved the world. “The origins of the Weapon of the Ancients are lost to the ages,” Bromeliad intoned.



Celestia help me, I had an intoner. I kept my expression civil. “I’ve gathered that much.”



“For generations, the legends have been passed down from father to son, mother to daughter, but some has still been lost. We do not know the name of whoever crafted it, but it was definitely the work of the capuchins.”



I raised an eyebrow. “Monkey magic? That’s some unstable stuff.” Unicorns saw birds in the sky and wrote flight spells. Zebras brewed levitation potions. Monkeys made jetpacks out of bamboo and fruit juice.



Bromeliad nodded. “Indeed. And the Weapon was said to be a destructive force the likes of which had never been seen. Its wielder was unbeatable in battle.”



I glowered. “All the more reason for Ahuizotl not to have it.”



“Agreed.”



“So, what happened to it?”



He took on the storyteller's stare again. “The Weapon changed hands many times, its wielder undone by treachery and trickery where direct conflict was fruitless. Each time, the slayer took up the Weapon and became more terrible than the one before him, until its final wielder, whose name has been struck from history, was poisoned by his followers, who feared the power more than they coveted it. They took the Weapon and sealed it in the deepest part of the jungle—“



I groaned. “Of course they did. And no doubt the seal keeps out all but the worthy, where worth is defined as whoever can get through a gauntlet of traps that are still in perfect working order despite untold years in hot, humid conditions.” I knew how trap preservation spells worked, but it was still an annoying pattern.



“Actually, no,” said Bromeliad.



I blinked. “Wait, what?”



“No, Miss Do, the monkeys feared the Weapon too much to allow it into any hands.”



I nodded. “I see.” That told me a lot. Not just about the danger of the Weapon—again, these were creatures who thought brewing rocket fuel from fruit juice was a good idea—but also its endurance. If the monkeys feared it that much, but it still existed, then it was one of the tough magic items. You could never tell; some items of power could survive a dip in an active volcano, while others would break if you looked at them funny.



“Indeed," said Bromeliad, "they feared it so much that they’re still sealing it.”



My jaw dropped. “What?”



“The memory of what the Weapon was has been lost, Miss Do, but its danger has not. To this day, all the peoples of Llamazonia continue to build upon the Weapon’s seal. The monkeys, the tapirs, even we ponies.”



I sputtered for a bit. The sheer scale of such an undertaking... “H-how long has this been going on?”



Bromeliad shrugged. “For as long as we know.”



“Where is it?”



He laughed. “Once you know where to look, Miss Do, it is obvious.”



I thought about it. The deepest part of the jungle. Millennia of seals. My eyes bugged out. “You can’t possibly mean… You’re saying Mount Peligroso is a giant tel? Countless years of civilization’s efforts devoted to guarding this one thing?” To think that the mysterious mountain at the center of the Llamazon basin, defying geological understanding, really was artificial. It wouldn’t be the first time the crackpots were right, but that didn’t make it any less of a shock.



“So the legends say.” Bromeliad smiled. “If nothing else, Miss Do, Ahuizotl will be hard-pressed to claim the Weapon of the Ancients for himself.”



All the pieces came together. I bolted to my hooves. “No, Bromeliad. He knew. He knew and he came prepared.” I galloped out the door. There wasn’t a second to lose.
The flight from the edge of the jungle to Mount Peligroso gave me time to think. Despite what my books might have claimed, I didn’t have a perfect record against Ahuizotl. I may have always survived our encounters, but sometimes I couldn’t keep him from getting away with whatever item of power had caught his interest. I’d been lucky; none of the ones he’d claimed was a suitable tool for world domination.



At least, not individually.



An explosion shook the air. A dust cloud rose from Peligroso’s peak. I put aside the woolgathering and poured everything into getting there as quickly as possible.



After far too long, I landed on the shallow upper slopes of the mountain. When I knew what to look for, Mount Peligroso’s true nature was obvious. The foliage was young here, saplings and shrubs, and a few trees bore the coincidental-looking scratches of tapir runecraft.



I crept towards the peak. Even if Ahuizotl were fully focused on digging his way down to the Weapon, he’d have his henchcats watching for me. The fate of the world hung in the balance, but I wouldn’t be able to save it if I was busy escaping from his latest deathtrap. Besides, I’d just flown hundreds of miles, and climbing a mountain wasn’t exactly the best cooldown.



That’s what I kept telling myself, even as my wings itched and my treacherous imagination supplied visions of an unstoppable Ahuizotl running roughshod over the world because I took too long getting to him. Trickery wouldn't work well if he took over the world in an afternoon, and between the Weapon and his own power, he might be able to.



After far too long, I reached the grassy peak and saw him standing before a shallow crater. And judging by the growl behind me, his tiger had seen me.



I hate cats.



Ahuizotl whirled and pointed something at me, firing a ray of crimson energy. I might have been able to dodge it in better circumstances, but not after the cross-country flight. It struck, and I screamed. The pain was worse than broken bones, worse than punctured organs, even worse than the time an alicorn's ghost tried to tear out my soul. If anything, it felt like Ahuizotl was succeeding where that thing had failed.



Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, it ended. I collapsed, barely breathing, my ears ringing from my own cries of pain. If I didn’t hurt so much, I would’ve thought I was dead. My wings had gone totally numb and everything else felt like it was made of molten lead, all searing heat and crushing weight. I had no idea how I was still conscious.



The tiger lifted me up by the collar of my jacket and dragged me to Ahuizotl. The fiend himself was chuckling at me. Clutched in his tail hand were a pair of artifacts I’d been unable to keep from him. A reptilian arm with three fingers, crafted from gold, clutched a length of smooth, black horn carved with fell sigils.



I grunted as the tiger dropped me at his feet. “The Talon of Triumph,” I croaked.



Ahuizotl’s grin widened as only his could. “And the Horn of Hunger. One a magical catalyst that does nothing on its own. The other a fragment of Lord Tirek the Devourer, with a whisper of his power. Alone, mere curiosities. Together?” He chuckled again. “Well, they seem to have done quite well against you, Daring Do.”



“And now you want the Weapon of the Ancients?” The pain was fading, but I still felt terribly heavy. “You’ve all but broken Tirek out of Tartarus. How much power do you need?”



“As much as I can get, of course." Ahuizotl tossed and caught the Talon a few times. "Together, these trinkets are powerful, but they do not promise power that cannot be defeated.”



I struggled up to my hooves, glaring at him. “You should have killed me. I will stop you.”



He laughed. “And how do you plan on doing that? I have sucked your magic, your very life, down to the dregs. You are nothing now. Just look at your haunches if you don’t believe me.”



I sneered. “And the moment I take my eyes off of you—“



“I will do nothing.” Ahuizotl held up the hands that weren’t on his tail. “I swear on the memory of the ahuizotl race and the death curse that created me.”



It was an oath on his very essence, one even he couldn't break. I gulped and turned.



I saw nothing.



That was the problem.



“My cutie mark!” I jumped and spread my wings. The air went through them like I was five years old again. I ate dirt.



Ahuizotl cackled. “Did you not listen, Daring Do? You cannot fly. Your very destiny has left you. You are as an empty shell. Twice you have failed, and with this third failure, I will do to you what you have done to me so many times before. I will drive you to the depths of despair. Then and only then will I end your miserable life.”



I got back up.



He shook his head. “You do not know when to quit, do you?” He clapped his hands, and the cats came for me.



I threw myself at the lynx, rear leg extended in my favorite Katabatic Hoof strike. Without flight magic or a convenient drop, I made it about halfway there before hitting the ground. I felt a paw on my back, and I didn’t struggle. There was dogged resistance, and then there was just embarrassing myself.



“Give up?” said Ahuizotl.



“For now.”



He smirked. “Let her up.” He waited until I was standing before he went on. “I should thank you, Daring Do. It was slow going, trying to feed the Horn with the magic seals and preservation spells guarding the Weapon of the Ancients. It is not meant to consume such things, even when enhanced by the Talon’s power.” He thrust the Talon heavenwards. Clouds began to form overhead, swirling like a hurricane. “But now that the Horn has tasted pegasus magic, I can direct its power through that magic, tearing through every spell in this mountain with a single almighty bolt!”



I backed away, stopping only when the cats started growling. “Are you insane!? Lightning of that magnitude would kill us all, even if you weren't stuffing it full of magic!”



Ahuizotl rubbed his chin. “Hmm. I suppose you would know more on the subject than I. Very well.”



He waved his hand. “Go, my children. Run to safety. I will call you again when my triumph is complete. You will still get your victory meal.”



Given the looks the cats gave me before they ran down the slopes, I could guess what the entree would be if I couldn’t turn this around. “And as for me? I suppose you think frying me with my own magic is funny.”



“Well, there is a certain pleasant irony to it, but no.” A wave of the Talon, and transparent veils of magic wrapped around Ahuizotl and me. “There. Preservation spells do not last long without anchoring runes, but when enhanced with the Talon, they will survive even when the stable ones fall, and we shall survive with them.” Ahuizotl looked up, his head all but splitting open with his grin. The skies had gone black, storm clouds roiling like a pit of vipers.



Part of me felt a bit of pride. I’d never really gotten the hang of weather work. The rest of me just covered my eyes, hunkered down, and kept trying to think of a way out of this.



That thought process was interrupted by a light I could see through my legs and a thunderclap that should’ve made my head explode. Ahuizotl wasn’t kidding about the preservation spell. I wasn’t even dazzled when I stood back up, and I could hear his cackling just fine.



"You see?" he cried.



I saw. The vegetation on the peak had been blasted off, as had most of the dirt. Several yards away, a red-hot tunnel glowed with heat. I walked up to it and looked down. The shaft was twice as wide as my wingspan and went down as far as I could see, radiant all the way down. "You were a bit off-center." Hey, falling back on humor is a recognized coping mechanism, and I had a lot that I needed to cope with just then.



"Intentionally," said Ahuizotl. "Pitting relic against relic is risky, as you and I have proven time and again. I dare not risk destroying the keystone of my conquest. Now to fetch it!" He grabbed me and leaped down the tunnel.



I screwed my eyes closed at first, expecting to either roast from convection or hit a massive wad of molten stone. Neither happened. The preservation spell probably accounted for the first, but the second... "Was that lightning or some kind of disintegration beam?"



He shrugged. "Does it matter?"



"I am a scientist."



Ahuizotl barked out a laugh. "You are a treasure hunter no different from me, no matter what you tell yourself."



This was far from the first time we'd had this argument. I took the conversation in a different direction. "We're going to break every bone in our bodies, aren't we?"



Our velocity got a lot less terminal. Ahuizotl smirked as he hovered. "Pegasus magic, Daring Do."



I rolled my eyes. "Oh, just get on with it."



He tutted and resumed the descent. "Such a sore loser."



"How many timed have you shouted at the heavens, cursing my name?"



"Merely catharsis. Ah!" We slowed again and drifted into a crudely dug chamber. It was probably stately for the capuchins who built it, but it was only half the size of Baird's bar. "We have arrived." With a wave of the Talon, Ahuizotl summoned a sourceless light. "Now behold, Daring Do! Behold the Weapon of the Ancients!"



I beheld. So did he. What felt like hours passed as the two of us took in the Weapon, resting on an undecorated dais. At some point, he dropped me. I barely noticed.



Eventually, Ahuizotl broke the silence. "Is this some kind of joke!?"



I shook my head. "No, no, it makes sense."



His gaze stayed locked on the Weapon, but I saw his fists clench. "How? How could this possibly make sense?"



"Well, for one, remember who made it. The Weapon is going to be sized for a capuchin."



He stomped his foot. "I had accounted for that, but not this travesty!"



"Think about the legends. 'Destructive power the likes of which had never been seen.' Emphasis on 'had.'" I smiled. "I'm sure it was quite impressive in its day."



"Impressive?" Ahuizotl marched up to the dais and took hold of the Weapon of the Ancients. "This is a tree branch!"



I shrugged my wings. "Hey, tool use is a big paradigm shift. Besides, weapons don't get much more ancient than clubs."



Ahuizotl growled, then, visibly shaking, forced himself into a calm state. "It matters not. As you noted, I still possess the powers of Tirek himself. And given what I can do with just one pony's magic..." He trailed off and gave a predatory grin. "Time to die, Daring Do." He thrust his tail hand at me.



I picked up the Talon of Triumph in my mouth.



Ahuizotl's jaw dropped. "What!?"



I shut my eyes, crossed my pinions, and gave a mental tug on the Horn of Hunger. My magic came flooding back to me in a rush of sensation that felt as good as getting it sucked out of me didn't. I took to the air. It was only a few feet of altitude, but I still savored it. I moved the Talon to my forehooves and said, "You dropped it along with me. You just never noticed."



"This... You..." With a blood-curdling screech, Ahuizotl charged at me.



I backtracked and went up the shaft. I didn't feel any heat; the preservation spell was still holding.



Ahuizotl almost flew out of the Weapon's chamber. Almost. He soon discovered that he'd dug even deeper than he meant to. Then came that most wonderful sound:



"Curse you, Daring Do! CUUUUURSE YOOOOOU!"



I gave a satisfied sigh as I spread my wings. The walls were still radiating heat, and the shaft was basically a chimney producing one heck of a thermal. Soon enough, I'd be on my way home with two mistakes taken care of. "You're never know what you're going to get in this field," I said to myself. "A shame Ahuizotl forgot that."
      

      
   
      Land of the Blind


      

      
      
         The evening light slanting through Foxglove’s window filled the shop with a warm, orange glow. Her shelves, crammed with hundreds of empty glass bottles, beakers and phials, caught the rays and refracted them, turning the bare wood room into a fluid starscape that lived, shifted and died in the minutes it took for the sun to finally set.



Sometimes Foxglove noticed this display and took the time to watch it play out. Today she did not; her full attention was on a stubborn jar whose mouth was just too small for her hoof. It sloshed in her sink's soapy water, where she had already rinsed it dozens of times, but the residue of pine sap still smeared along its bottom refused all her entreaties to come clean. With a heartfelt grunt she dunked it back in the water and left it there. The damn thing could soak overnight.



The sun was gone, and she gazed out the window at the fading twilight lingering on the horizon. Clouds painted dark blotches across it, and she watched them for a few minutes, letting the stress flow down her legs and into the earth until nothing remained but the calm stillness that accompanied a day’s job well done.



She turned to fetch the lantern from its hook, to light it for the evening, when a bell sang from the shop’s main room, followed by the creak of her front door.



“One moment!” she called through the doorway. The lantern blossomed into life as she tapped the spark crystal, and she carried it with her into the shop. “Sorry, I’m closed for the day… er, my lord.” She finished with a respectful bow of her head to the unicorn stallion casually perusing her shelves.



“My apologies,” he said. His voice was soft but carried easily, and in those two words she knew his diction was crisp and perfect and utterly, completely at ease ordering around his lessors. His body was a study in symmetry and flow, from the long spiraled horn to the perfect, imperial arch of his neck. 



“I wanted to speak with you alone,” he continued. His horn glowed with a pale green light, the same color as his eyes, and the front door swung shut with a clatter. “On a private matter.”



“Of course.” She willed her heart to slow and set the lantern on the counter. “How may I serve you?”



“You know who I am?”



She nodded. There was not a pony in the Riverlands, earth pony or pegasus, who wouldn’t recognize this pale blue stallion. “You are Prince Hyperion, son of Queen Platinum the Fourth.”



The corner of his lips turned up. “And you are Foxglove, correct? Daughter of Oak Heart?” He tilted his head downward, a mocking echo of her own supplication. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”



She swallowed soundlessly before replying. “What can I do for you?”



“I have heard of your skill with elixirs and potions. They say you are the greatest alchemist still alive.”



She couldn’t help but snort. “They exaggerate.”



“Perhaps. Common ponies enjoy their little dramas, after all.” He spoke as if the common ponies were a mere amusement, a playful puppy tugging at a rope. “But regardless, I have a need for your services.”



His horn glowed again, and a small black pouch floated out of his saddlebags, coming to rest on the countertop between them. It was not cloth, she noted, but some fine metal mesh composed of wires each thinner than a hair, bound together with a silver chain drawstring. A hot metallic scent filled her nostrils.



“And this is?”



“Open it,” he said. “Carefully.”



She grunted quietly and set the lantern down. With both hooves she slowly loosened the drawstring, allowing the pouch to fold open. The bitter, hot metal scent doubled, and her nose wrinkled as she tipped the bag onto its side.



A single black pebble tumbled out, rolling a few inches across the counter before coming to a stop. It left a charred trail in the wood, and the counter beneath it began to blacken and smoke. A baleful point of azure light shone out from the stone’s depths, stinging her eyes until she turned away.



“Get out,” she said. Her voice was calm despite the disgust in her heart. “I don’t traffic in black magic. Take that thing and get out of my shop.”



“I understand.” He lifted the bag in his magic and carefully scooped the pebble back inside. The room seemed to grow lighter as he tightened the silver drawstring. “But you don't, I'm afraid.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



He shook the bag. “This is not mine. I removed it from my mother’s horn two days ago. There are a dozen like it, and more grow each day.” He paused, and for the first time an emotion other than arrogance or amusement shadowed his features. 



It was fear. She saw it in his eyes, and then it was gone like it had never been.



“Queen Platinum is dying,” he continued, turning away to avoid her gaze. “She is cursed and dying and none of my or my sisters’ magic can stop this… thing. At best we’ve managed to hold it in check. Soon that will fail, and she will be consumed.”



That cast a different light on things. Foxglove’s shoulders relaxed. “I’m sorry.”



He waved a hoof. “Don’t be. Your morals do you credit.” He dropped the bag on the floor and ground his hoof into it. A faint wail, like a distant scream echoing up from a bottomless cavern, sounded in Foxglove’s ears, gone as soon as Hyperion removed his hoof from the flattened pouch.



“But I still need your help,” he continued. “They say you can brew the panacea potion.”



Silence followed his statement into the room. She stared at him for a long moment, eyes wide, until the expression of confidence on his face faded with a faint frown. 



“Well, can you?” he asked. His tone had lost some of its kindness.



“I can. It’s an herbal potion, and not difficult to craft. I even have some of the components in stock.” She stepped over to her bookshelf, scanning the spines for a moment until she found the one she wanted. It was thin and unbound, just a sheaf of pages tied together with string, and she carefully took it over to the counter. The parchment was old and faded and threatened to flake away as she turned to the appropriate recipe.



“But that’s not the problem. See for yourself.” She carefully turned the manuscript and pushed it across the counter toward him.



“Panacea potion,” he read. “The magic of this potion is limitless and can cure any disease, illness or curse. Its power is matched only by its cost…” He trailed off, and his eyes danced across the lines as he read the rest of the page.



Minutes later, he spoke again. “I don’t recognize some of these. Prism lotus?”



“It’s a flower that grows on the surface of ponds in the Wildlands. It cannot be plucked, and the panacea must be brewed on the living flower. But that’s not even the hardest part. Read the last ingredient.”



His eyes returned to the page. “Eyesight?”



“Yes.”



“What’s that mean?”



“Just what it says. Eyeballs, two of them, from the same pony.”



The silence that followed was much longer this time.



When the prince finally spoke, his voice was low, almost a whisper. “Assuming I could procure such things—”



She cut him off with a barking laugh. “Just like that? I’m sure you could, prince,” she spat the word, and derision dripped from her words. “But if it were that easy, the world would be filled with blind earth ponies and immortal unicorns. No, my lord, the potion requires the brewer’s eyesight.”



Hyperion’s nostrils flared, but if her words stung he gave no sign of it. “I see. That changes things, certainly, but let’s not be hasty. I can compensate you beyond your wildest dreams. You would be richer than any earth pony in the kingdom. I would take your hoof in marriage… ‘Princess Foxglove,’ do you like the sound of that? Your life would be one of leisure.”



“Leisure and darkness.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, my lord. I hope you find some way to save your mother, but I cannot—”



The door banged open, cutting her off, and a dark peach filly pounced into the room. “Foxy, I’m home! I got the berries you…” She came to a stop, mouth hanging open as she stared up at the prince. Her surprise was so thoroughly she didn’t remember to bow.



Hyperion recovered first. “Well, hello little one. What is your name?”



“Uh… Anise?” It came out as a question, and the filly glanced between Foxglove and the prince, her ears folded back against her mane.



The prince bowed to her, a tiny smile on his lips. “Well, it is a pleasure to meet you, Anise. I am—”



“Go to your room, Anise,” Foxglove said. “Now.”



“But—”



“Now!” Foxglove stared at her sister until the filly wilted and turned, plodding up the stairs with a final desultory glance back at the two. Upstairs, a door slammed, and Foxglove exhaled.



“Such a cute thing,” Hyperion said. “Your sister?”



“Yes, not that it’s any concern of yours, my lord.” Foxglove’s patience and courtesy was at an end. “Now, I’m afraid we’re done here, so if you don’t mind…” She ended with a meaningful glance at the door.



He didn’t move. “It would be best if you reconsidered.”



“I don’t think so. I’m am sorry for your mother, Prince Hyperion, but I cannot help her. No alchemist will brew this potion.”



“Very well.” He let out a sigh and stepped through the door, pausing astride the threshold. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”








Prince Hyperion sat on his throne.



It was, technically, still his mother’s throne, but as she was currently incapacitated he shared the seat with his sisters, each rotating through it for a day while the others did their best to stem the curse slowly destroying the queen. Even from the great hall, separated as it was by hundreds of feet of corridors and doors and solid stone, he could hear the occasional howl from his mother’s quarters. Not all of the screams were hers.



But the business of running the kingdom did not pause simply because its master was dying, and so they held court, though of course no commoners or merchants or diplomats were permitted within the castle walls. The queen’s curse was still a secret, but a fragile one, and he could feel their conspiracy slowly unraveling about the edges with each whisper from servants or sidelong glance from nobles. Soon, within days at most, the secret would escape, and true chaos would begin. An end to the tense unity between the tribes.



Their race could not survive that, he and his sisters agreed. It was too soon – the unicorns must lead, and Platinum’s descendants must sit on the throne, just as she had in days past, and neither he nor his siblings were strong enough to hold the throne yet themselves. Civil war was on the horizon.



These thoughts and others swirled through his mind as the court’s business concluded for the day. Beneath the stairs two nobles squabbled about something, but he had long since stopped listening and could no longer recall what, exactly, they were arguing about. 



“Enough,” he said, raising a hoof. “I have heard what you said and will consider the matter tonight.”



The nobles grumbled at the dismissal, but made no argument as his seneschal escorted them to the door. The elderly unicorn returned a moment later, and stood respectfully at the base of the stairs.



“There is one more, your highness,” the seneschal said. “An earth pony commoner. She insisted that you will see her.”



For the first time in a week, the faint headache that had lurked behind Hyperion’s horn eased. “Did she say that? Tell me, does she have a lavender coat and pale pink mane, like the inside of a shell?”



“She does.”



“And is her mark a tall stalk of bell-shaped flowers?”



“It is, my lord. You are most perceptive today.”



“Thank you. Finally, is her name Foxglove?”



“So she claims.”



“I see. Please, bring her in.” He paused. “Under guard.”



Some time passed while they carried out his will, and he amused himself by trying to ignore the screams from his mother’s room. The headache was nearly back by the time Foxglove, the seneschal, and two large, armored earth pony guards arrived.



If the show of force intimidated her, it didn’t show. Her eyes locked onto his as soon as she stepped through the door, and he could see the muscles quivering under her coat. 



Excellent.



“Foxglove,” he said, rising to his hooves. “Thank you for coming. Welcome to my home.”



Her muzzle twisted. “They took her.”



“I’m sorry, who took whom?”



“Don’t mock me!” she shouted. Beside her, the guards tensed. “Anise! The constabulary grabbed her this morning. They said she stole a jewel box from the mayor’s house.”



“Ah, I am sorry to hear that.”



Foxglove spluttered. Her face and chest darkened to an ugly red. “Don’t give me that, I know what’s going on here. You ordered this.”



He glanced down at his hoof, then buffed it against his coat. “That’s a serious accusation. I hope it’s not the only defense your sister plans to mount at the trial.”



“Trial? She’s a foal!”



“Yes, well, the law applies to all ponies, great and small. But given her tender age, I’m sure the local magistrate will spare her serious punishment. Perhaps a decade in the mines, if he’s feeling merciful.”



He expected her to explode at that remark, one reason for the guards at her side. Even so he let a little trickle of magic flow into his horn, ready to act if she came at him.



Instead she crumbled, like somepony had kicked her in the gut. Her ears fell, hanging limp against her cheeks, and all the color fled from her face. A lost, stunned expression replaced the anger that had so recently dominated her features.



“What… a decade? Ten years?”



He stared down at her, and a hollow pit opened in his stomach. A hot, itching burn crept up the back of his neck as he turned those words over in his mind. Ten years. Ten years. Is this what we have become? She told us to protect them, but now I am—



A tremulous wail broke through his thoughts, and as one they turned to the small wood door set in the court’s western wall. Beyond it, down corridors and stairs and dark halls lit by struggling torches, he knew his sisters crouched in a circle around their mother, feeding the wards that held the curse at bay.



Another cry, filled with pain and fear, joined the first. He wondered which of his sisters it belonged to.



“What… what was that?” Foxglove mumbled. Her eyes were wide as she stared at the door.



“My mother and my sisters,” he said. The shame and doubt evaporated as he spoke, and the old resolve returned. “The curse is… well, you can imagine. Even being near her, as my sisters are, is painful.”



That was an understatement. On other days the screams had been his own, and for a moment the memory returned of a blinding azure light, alive with malevolent intent and burning his retinas even through the iron plates they had erected around his mother’s bed. He remembered the few seconds he spent beside her pillow, prying one of the black crystals from her horn while his sisters waited, ready to yank him away if he collapsed. It had taken days for feeling to return to his hooves.



Yes, definitely an understatement.



“What…” She sat, or rather collapsed, onto her haunches. “You can’t help her?”



“We’re trying. Which brings us to you, and now your sister.”



Some of the fire returned to her eyes. “That’s what this is? She is just a tool to you? A lever to pry what you want from innocent ponies?”



She told us to protect them. He shook his head to banish the nagging thought.



“I am doing what I must, just as I am sure you will too,” he said.



She bit her lip, and in that motion he already knew he had won. “And if I… if I help you, what then?”



Be magnanimous in victory, his mother had taught them. “You will be rewarded as I promised. Beyond anything you could hope for. As for your sister, well, I'm sure I could find a royal pardon around here somewhere.”



It was awhile before she answered, but he was not worried. The result had never been in doubt.








Dawn had just breached the eastern sky when Hyperion arrived at her door.



Foxglove spent the night in sleepless turmoil, rolling from one side of her bed to the other, her eyes never long from the dim shapes of the rafters overhead. It was late, after hours of darkness, when she first wondered if this was the last time she would see them.



At that point it became clear that sleep was impossible, and she spent the rest of the night filling her saddlebags with potions and flasks and and knives and tongs and all the other tools of her profession. She was debating the merits of wearing a second set of saddlebags over the first when the knock came at her door.



She trotted over to it, somewhat surprised that dawn had already arrived, and opened it to see the hateful form of Prince Hyperion standing before her, wearing his usual arrogant smirk.



“Good morning!” He said, far more chipper than any pony should be so early. “I hope—”



What, exactly, he hoped for would have to remain a mystery. Her hoof shot out and smashed into his snout before she could stop it. He stumbled back, gurgling, and his horn lit with a sharp green light. They stared at each other, him panting and dripping blood from his muzzle, her with eyes narrowed and a vicious grin twisting her mouth.



That. That felt good.



“Good morning yourself, prince,” she spat. “What are you doing here?”



He snorted, sending a red spray splattering over the mud at his hooves. “We had a deal. Are you reneging?”



“I said I would brew your damn potion. I didn’t say I wanted to see your ugly face again.” She frowned. “And where is Anise? You said she would be freed.”



“Anise is enjoying a comfortable stay with my niece in the castle, where she will stay until we return with the panacea. As for me, I am here to accompany you to brew this ‘damn potion,’ as you put it.”



“You? Why you?” Foxglove glanced around – aside from her and Hyperion, the town’s streets were still deserted. There were no guards, servants or retainers. “Don’t you have an army to do this sort of thing for you?”



“They’re busy.” He pulled an elaborate handkerchief from somewhere and pressed it against his nose. Blood quickly soaked through the cloth, and he scowled at her again. “And it’s important that I accompany you personally.”



Foxglove had raised a filly, and she knew a lie when she heard it. Part of her wanted to press further; the other part actually hoped Hyperion might get his fool self killed trying to escort her.



Still, that wouldn’t help Anise any. “The Wildlands aren’t some royal hunting ground, prince. They’re dangerous. You could get hurt. We both could, I guess, but mostly you.”



“Your confidence is inspiring.” He gave the soiled rag a scowl and stuffed it back into his bags. Blood still dripped from his nose, and the entire end of his muzzle was smeared red. “But I’ll have you know I’m not some pampered noble. I’m a skilled mage and I’ve been campaigning. I have my sword. It’s just as likely I’ll end up keeping you safe.”



It was her turn to snort. “I’m sure. Anyway, I hope you packed for the road. It’s three days to the Wildlands.



For some reason, he just smiled. Even the blood on his face didn’t spoil the expression.







It turned out Hyperion did not pack for the road – he didn’t need to. He just brought money, and they stayed at inns each night.



Foxglove should have been happy about this. Sleeping in a bed, under a roof, in a warm room was infinitely preferable to attempting to sleep on a bedroll beneath the stars. But, of course, she had to share the inn with Hyperion, which was almost enough to make her sleep outside.



At least she had her own room. The bastard was wealthy enough to pay for two. 



On the third morning she had some measure of satisfaction, for there were no more towns, much less inns, between them and the Wildlands. Civilization simply faded away the closer one drew to the mad, fae-touched expanse of forest and swamps that had long resisted ponies’ attempts to tame.



Why the Wildlands were wild was something of a mystery, one that most ponies were happy to leave alone. It was filled with strange animals, exotic plants and more monsters than she could shake a stick at. Basilisks, manticores, chimeras and more haunted its dense woods. 



For the last several miles of road, they had seen no other ponies. There were no farms or mills or mines around them. Only the occasional signpost by the wayside, and the road itself, existed to remind them that civilization still had some weak hold here.



And now even those things ended. Before them a valley opened between two long foothills that grew, in the distance, into true mountains. A forest inhabited the in-between, and the road simply came to an end a few feet from the first tree. A primitive pile of stones, heaped by the roadside, stood as a marker meaningful only to whichever pony had labored to stack it there.



“Last chance, prince,” she mumbled. “Want to turn around?”



They were the most words she had spoken to him since they left her home. He seemed surprised at her sudden loquaciousness. “Not yet, I don’t think. You’ve been in here before?”



“Four times. There are ingredients that you just can’t find elsewhere, or they cost too much.”



“Sounds like a pony could make a fair amount of coin in here.”



“Funny thing about that, actually,” she said. “Ponies who come here to take things for their own use tend to be okay. Ponies who harvest things to sell… sometimes they don’t come back.”



“Hm.” He frowned at the verdant shadows waiting for them. “Coincidence?”



“Probably. Care to find out?”



“Not especially. After you, then.”



“How chivalrous.” Still, she took the lead, as she had planned from the start. She knew the Wildlands as well as any pony alive, which was not saying much at all.



The world seemed to darken as soon as they stepped into the woods, as though the trees above them cultivated shadows about their trunks in addition to blocking the sun’s rays with their canopy. Spears of sunlight broke through in places, providing weak, shifting oases of light amid the perpetual gloom. In places, Foxglove could barely see her hooves, and she felt Hyperion’s coat brush against her side as he stumbled along with her.



“Is it always like this?” he said. His voice was on the verge of a whisper, and she had to lean closer to hear him over the crunch of leaves beneath their hooves. “This dark, I mean?”



“Some parts are different, but there’s remarkably little change in here,” she said. “Even at night it will barely be any darker, except we’ll see by moonlight instead of sunlight. I’ve never been here in the winter, but I’m told the trees do not lose their leaves. It’s like the land is stuck.”



“Lovely. By the way, what’s our plan?”



“I have most of the ingredients for the panacea already.” She hopped over a small tree that had fallen over the path. The jumble of equipment and vials in her saddlebags clattered as she landed, the loudest sound she’d heard since entering the forest. “But there’s a few we’ll need to collect.”



“Do you know where they are?”



“Eh…” She gave the dark forest around them a glance. To say she knew where anything was in here was probably an overstatement. “I know the settings where they can be found. We’ll need to look for those, and hopefully find the plants when we get there.”



He darted ahead a few lengths, his horn lit in a vain attempt to push back the shadows. The light seemed to fade a few hoof-lengths from his face, illuminating him like a ghostly apparition come to haunt them. 



“What’s the first?” he asked. His horn went out, and they fell back into darkness.



“Bone thistle. It grows in canopy breaks caused by fallen trees. We shouldn’t have any trouble finding it once we get deeper in.”



“Why deeper? Why not here?” He motioned with his snout toward a warm glow some hundreds of yards off the path. “That looks like a break.”



“It’s a magic plant. We’re too close to the border for those yet. We’ll need to get at least a few more miles in before we start seeing any of them.”



He frowned, and she knew he wanted to ignore her, to tromp off into the brush to search for himself. He was impatient, this prince.



“You’re sure?” he asked.



“Yeah. Look, I know you’re in a hurry, but I know plants. The ones we need aren’t here.” She took a few steps down the faded path, into the cloying mists that teased her nose and left a clammy sheen on her coat. “They’re this way. Come on.”



He snorted, but he followed, and together they walked deeper into the forest’s heart.







Hours passed, until the faint light of the plains and the civilization behind them faded, and they found themselves fully within the Wildlands’ embrace. The sun still shone through the leaves overhead, but Foxglove knew better than to rely on it for direction. Travelers who used the sky as a compass in the Wildlands quickly lost their way, and the lucky ones wandered for weeks or months before stumbling onto a path.



It was late in the day – or she assumed it was late, for the sun was little use in telling time – when she judged they were deep enough into the forest to start their search. She told the prince, and his ears perked up as he looked around them for a suitable break.



They found one less than a mile later. It was only a few yards from the path, and they were able to hack through the intervening vegetation with little difficulty.



The break itself was perhaps a dozen yards wide and filled with sunlight, tall grasses and shrubs. Countless saplings reached skyward with wide, waving leaves. In a few decades, one of them would seal the break, killing the rest with its shadow and returning the forest to the unblemished perfection that had ruled here for centuries.



But until then, this was the perfect spot for bone thistles. Foxglove stopped the prince with an outstretched leg against his chest.



“Careful,” she whispered. “Look for bright purple flowers made of thin strands, like cotton or silk stuck on a branch. Don’t touch them.”



They split up to search the grasses, which was a waste of time, since the prince found one after a few seconds. He called her over and stood well back from the plant as she inspected it.



It was like she remembered. Bright green, with a vibrant purple bloom above the spiny seed pod. Easily confused with the regular thistles that grew all over the world, except for the faint scarlet dusting that coated the spines.



“Okay, this is it.” She opened her saddlebags and pulled out an empty glass jar, setting it beneath the blossom. Two murky red vials followed, and she passed one to the prince. “Here. Don’t hold it, just set it on the ground in front of you.”



He blinked. “What is this?”



“Healing potion. The thistle has certain… defenses. Drink it after I snip the blossom.”



He took a step back.



Foxglove rolled her eyes. “There’s that chivalry again. If for whatever reason I can’t drink my own potion, drink yours first, then pour mine into my mouth. Understand?”



“No, but very well.”



“Good. Here goes.” Foxglove took a few deep breaths and used one hoof to bend the plant’s stalk so the seed pod hung over the open jar. The air around her seemed to buzz as the plant woke, and she felt the forest’s attention bend toward her as she placed her shears against the stem.



Okay. Okay. Just like last time. This wasn’t the first bone thistle she’d harvested, but that didn’t make it any easier. Her chest tightened, and she acted before her will could fail.



She closed the shears. The decapitated blossom fell into the jar.



A pair of loud cracks echoed a split second later, and her side exploded in pain. A sensation like a wagon rolling over her ribs crushed the breath from her lungs. She let out a choked, weak gasp and tumbled onto her side.



Just a rib. Oh thank you, just a rib. She dropped the shears and floundered with her hoof for the potion. A dull roar filled her ears, and her vision went grey around the edges, but she managed to pry the cork seal from the vial and swallow the contents in a single gulp. The pain faded, followed by the unpleasant feeling of her rib writhing as the bone mended itself.



Not bad. Not bad at all. She sat up and turned to see how the prince was doing.



He lay on his side, eyes wide, staring at his foreleg. The acid stench of vomit suffused the grass around his head, and she forced herself to look at his limb.



It was bad. Twisted, swollen. The bone had broken the skin somewhere, and blood soaked his coat from the fetlock down. She looked away quickly and found his potion, pouring it into his mouth.



It wasn’t until much later that she remembered she should have been happy at his pain.







They made camp on the path. At some point while they were recovering from the bone thistle, the sun had simply gone out, replaced by the moon. Such was the Wildlands.



By mutual agreement they hadn’t spoken beyond the few words necessary to set up camp. The pain in her side was gone, the potion’s work done, and Foxglove knew that Hyperion’s leg was as good as new. Still, he favored it as they walked, and couldn’t seem to stop staring at it when they came to a rest.



She wanted to sleep, but either the strange time of the Wildlands or the adrenaline still coursing through her veins kept her awake. Opposite the fire, she heard Hyperion shift as well.



Lacking anything else to occupy it, her mind circled back to an old, unfinished conversation. She mulled it over and then spoke.



“Why are you here? Really here, I mean?”



“What do you mean?” Hyperion responded.



“Why are you, a prince of the realm, risking your life out here? You could have sent half the army with me.”



He took his time before answering. “I don’t trust half the army. I trust myself.”



“Do you trust me?”



“I trust you’ll do what’s necessary to keep your sister safe.”



Ah, point. A hot flush of anger rode up her chest. “Yes. Should I trust you, I wonder?”



“You have no reason not to. I have been entirely straightforward with my intentions, after all.”



“Have you? Then tell me why you are out here by yourself, without even a servant.”



There was another, longer pause.



“My sisters and I… we all want to save my mother. We know she has to survive to lead us. The rest of us are too weak. But that won’t always be the case, and someday one of us must succeed her. To accomplish something great, such as, say, to save her life, might persuade her to name me her heir.”



“That’s it? This is just a competition with your sisters?”



“It’s far more than that.” He shifted, and she knew he was staring at her across the smoldering campfire. “We have to work together to save her, but whoever of us does the most… that is quite the prize, and they would not hesitate to steal you or this potion from me. I can’t trust any of the staff or the guards, for they could easily be working for one of my sisters. I can trust only myself.”



She snorted. “Such a loving family you have.”



“I do love them. As much as you love Anise.”



The anger returned, double. “Don’t say her name! If you knew what love was, you wouldn’t be doing this.”



He sighed. “I understand. But this isn’t just about you or your sister or me and my sisters. It’s about the kingdom. It’s about saving our whole race. Sometimes that requires sacrifices.”



“You’ll forgive me if I’m not thrilled to sacrifice my vision for a queen who dabbles in dark magic.”



She heard him shift sharply on his blanket, but there was no response for the longest time. She wondered if he had finally gone to sleep when he finally answered.



“You shouldn’t say such things.”



“Oh? Seeing as how I’m the one who has to ‘sacrifice’ to help fix this, I’d seem to be in a good position to comment on—”



“You don’t know!” he roared, stunning the buzzing insects around them into silence. “You don’t know what she’s had to do to keep the kingdom from falling apart. To try and keep the tribes unified. After generations of war our family finally drew the pegasi and earth ponies and unicorns together, and keeps the sun moving in the sky and keeps the griffons and minotaurs at bay. Unicorn magic by itself isn’t enough, so yes, she dabbled in other arts. Her mother did, and her mother before, just as I am sure I will too. We had to. We had no choice!”



She had no way to answer that, and judging by his panting breath, he didn’t care to speak any further.



They lay awake until the Wildlands’ artificial dawn returned.








“What does your mark mean?”



They had already walked for several miles when Foxglove spoke. They were their first words since the previous night, and Hyperion had started to wonder if the rest of their journey would be conducted in silence.



He glanced back at his flank and the metal heater shield emblazoned there. “It’s a shield. I protect ponies. That’s all.”



She snorted. “Funny way of doing that.”



It stung, but he wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of responding, and the silence between them resumed.







They found the prism lotus a few hours later, floating sedately on calm water in the bend of a narrow stream. Even in the perpetual dark of the Wildlands, it glowed with every color of the rainbow. Wide, glass-like petals formed a bowl atop the flat floating leaf, large enough to hold a foal.



“So, that’s it?” Hyperion mumbled. He couldn’t help but stare.



“Yeah, we should remember this place,” Foxglove said. “There’s still one more ingredient to gather, but once we get it we can just come back here and finish the... ah…” She paused. “The thing. You know.”



“Right.” Hyperion tore his gaze away from the lotus. “What’s the last item?”



“It’s called a charm lilac. I’ve never harvested one, but I’ve read about them.”



“How do find it?”



“You listen for its song.”







Foxglove explained the rest of what she knew as they worked their way through the forest. Sadly, that wasn’t much. Still, Hyperion reasoned, it could hardly be worse than the bone thistle.



The charm lilac used its song to draw animals and enslave them. They kept it safe, Foxglove said, by trimming back other plants, keeping away predators, and eventually dying at its roots to provide fertilizer for its seeds. It was all rather amazing. And horrifying, but mostly amazing.



“So, how do we keep it from charming us?” he asked.



“It can’t enslave sentient species. At most it can distract us. Just don’t look at it and you’ll be fine.”



“Lovely.”



Time passed; how much, Hyperion couldn’t really say. The sun seemed frozen in the sky, and he had long since lost track of the number of steps since they broke camp that morning. He could only hope they weren’t hopelessly lost and wandering in circles. Stay on the path, Foxglove kept saying.



So they stayed on the path.



Eventually they heard it – a high note, like a violin trembling at the edge of its range, then darting up and down the scale like birdsong. It was so subtle that several minutes passed before he realized what he was hearing.



They tracked it, dodging around fallen trees and crumbling banks. Mud squelched around their legs as they forded a bog, the path left somewhere behind. Foxglove fretted over leaving it, but in the end they had little choice.



The bog gave way to firmer ground, and ahead of them the trees came to an abrupt stop at the edge of a clearing. A thick carpet of moss covered the ground, leaving no space for brush or grass, and at the center of the clearing, resting in the bright sun like a cat lounging beneath a windowsill, was a wide shale boulder. Something perched atop it, something green and white and beautiful and shining like a star. The song rang louder in his ears, drowning out the rustle of leaves in the wind and even his own thoughts, and he lifted a hoof to step into the clearing.



He came up short as Foxglove yanked on his tail. He turned to growl at her, and just like that the spell was broken. The song faded away, and he realized he was already several steps into the clearing. Something crunched beneath his hooves, and he glanced down to see countless small bones mixed in with the moss. The ground was paved with them.



“Keep your head down,” Foxglove said. Her eyes were fixed on her hooves.



He let out a shaking breath. “Right, sorry. How do we get it without looking at it?”



“By feel. It can’t actually hurt us, not like the bone thistle.”



They crept closer, eyes down, ignoring the teasing song that tugged at their minds. Each step sent a loud crackle echoing through the still clearing.



It was almost within reach when another sound came. Thousands of tiny bones snapped as a huge shape rose from the moss beside the boulder. A hideous stench, of rotting fur and diseased flesh, threatened to choke them, and Hyperion could not help but look.



A dying manticore stood just feet away. It was practically a skeleton itself, flesh and skin pulled over bones, and its wings were little more than sticks with paper stretched between them. But its teeth were sharp and its tail barbed. Foggy eyes, shining with a brilliant white light that sparkled in time with the lilac’s song, stared into his soul.



He jumped, dodging the tail as it slammed into the moss. Foxglove shrieked and dived the other way, narrowly avoiding a swipe of the manticore’s claws.



“Stay back!” he shouted. His horn flared, snatching up his rapier and slashing at the manticore’s face. The blade drew a long, bloody line across its muzzle, but the beast barely flinched. He slashed again, but the manticore seemed to feel no pain, swatting away the blade and charging at him again.



“Cut the lilac! Cut the lilac!” Foxglove shouted.



The manticore turned toward her and bellowed, spraying blood and spittle. She shrieked and turned to flee.



The lilac! Hyperion spun, the sword already slashing, when his eyes found the blossoms.



They were delicate things. White, with just a hint of purple near the petals’ base. Dozens of the little flowers sprouted around the stalk like a wreath of sunshine. He could smell them, even from several feet away, a delicate perfume that reminded him of his mother’s coat. 



It was quite beautiful. He was not a poet, but never had he regretted the fact more than now. He sat down and pondered how best to exalt this wonderful little star. Perhaps a painting? Or an aria, dedicated to its magnificence?



Something was screaming, which was quite distracting. The lilac’s violin-song doubled, drowning out the irritating noise.



Nice. That was nice.



Such a dangerous place. I can’t believe a delicate flower like this lives here. I should find some way to protect it.



He was good at protecting, after all. It was his special talent. Protecting ponies was his pride and joy.



Protecting ponies. Protecting ponies…



The violins faded, and the screaming returned. He turned to see Foxglove lying beneath the manticore, her coat a savage mess of blood, its tail lodged in her flank. Her hoof was stretched out toward him, a pleading look on her face.



His sword moved faster than thought, slicing through the lilac like a scythe through grass. The violins ended, leaving only Foxglove’s screams.







Foxglove had four healing potions left. He poured every one into her mouth, which healed the horrid slashes on her chest and side. Those wouldn’t kill her, at least.



The manticore’s poison, though. That might.



The manticore itself collapsed with the lilac. Without the flower’s magic, its body simply failed, and within seconds was little more than a dry husk.



But that was no help for Foxglove. A black, rotten circle slowly spread from the wound left by its stinger, and none of the healing potions slowed poison’s advance. She was feverish, weak; he had to drape her across his back as he walked back through the bog.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he mumbled. It was all he’d said since killing the flower.



She stirred. “Now? Now you’re sorry? You brought me out here to steal my eyes, and now you’re sorry?”



“I’m sorry for that too. But I had to do that. This… this was failure. I’m supposed to protect ponies.”



She snorted weakly. “Right. Just… just promise you’ll keep Anise safe.”



“You’ll keep her safe. We’ll get back and you’ll both live in comfort and luxury. You’ll be a hero.”



“Manticore venom, prince. I'm not... Just find the damn lotus.”



Foxglove passed out after that, despite the rough ride. She moaned in her sleep, and her coat was a furnace against his. Sweat poured from her like a river.



He had found the stream and was following it back to the bend when she woke. Her breathing shifted, and he could hear a wheeze in it now.



“What… what happened to us, Hyperion?”



“You were attacked by a manticore, but you’re going to be fine.”



“No, not that…” She sniffed, and he turned to see tears flowing from her red eyes. “To us, to ponies. We were supposed to be ready for this. We finally… We finally came together, we put aside the hatred… We lived together, like we were supposed to.”



“And we are.” A splash of color caught Hyperion’s eye, and he stumbled along the bank toward the prism lotus. “We are living together, like she said. We just… We’re still learning.”



“She said we were ready.” Foxglove’s words were slurred, but she managed to push herself upright as Hyperion set her on the bank. “She said we were ready, then she left us. Were we…" Her voice caught on a sob. "Were we not good enough for her?”



“We are. We’re still learning, is all. And then she’ll come back.” He set the lilac on the bank beside her, and watched helplessly as she emptied the rest of her bags.



The bone thistle, the charm lilac, a jar of dark liquid that smelled of salt, and a hoofful of ashes. She set them all in the bowl formed by the prism lotus’s petals and stirred with her hoof. The solid ingredients melted away, until all that remained was a blood red fluid that seemed to drink the lotus’s light.



“It’s been centuries, Hyperion.” Foxglove’s hoof shook, and she slumped onto her side. The horrid wound from the manticore’s tail spread halfway up her barrel now. “If Twilight Sparkle was going to return, she would have by now.”



He licked his lips. “Don’t say that. She’s going to come back someday, and we’ll be fine. You’ll be fine and Anise will be fine.”



Foxglove chuckled at that, or sobbed. It was hard to tell. “Sure, sure.” She reached into the saddlebags with quaking hooves and pulled out a metal spoon. He noticed with a jolt that the rim was razor sharp.



“I think you’ll need to do this part for me,” she said, setting the spoon at his hooves. Her voice came out as a weak rasp, her chest hitching with each breath, and it seemed to take the last of her failing strength to speak. “Put my eyes in the lotus, and use my hoof to stir until they dissolve. Then take your potion back to the queen. Tell Anise I love her.”



Protecting ponies. It’s what I do. It was the last thing Twilight Sparkle had told his great-grandmother before naming her queen. Protect the ponies until she returned.



He stared down at the razor-edged spoon.








Foxglove noticed two odd things when she woke on the stream bank.



The first, of course, was that she was awake. She was supposed to be dead. Manticore venom was fatal, and she ran a disbelieving hoof along her unblemished flank. Only a small wound remained where it had stung her.



The second odd thing took another moment to process – she could see. She pressed her hoof against the corner of her eye.



Yes, still there. 



Something moaned beside her, and she turned to see Hyperion stretched out in the mud. His hoof was smeared red with the remains of the panacea potion. Beside her was a jar, empty but for a residue of the same liquid.



“Ah, you silly fool…” She forced herself to look at his face, and then she looked away.



In time he stirred. His voice, when he spoke, was weak and thready.



“Foxglove?” He felt at the empty air with a hoof.



“Yeah, I’m here,” she said. “Why? Why’d you do it?”



He chucked and then coughed. “Seemed right at the time.”



They were silent for a while. Foxglove looked up at the forest, still dim but filled with a beauty she hadn’t noticed before. Motes of light danced through the sun’s rays in defiance of the darkness.



“And your mother?”



“We’ll figure something out. Or we won’t.” He shrugged. “But if we do save her, it will be by doing the right thing.”



“Ah.” She reached out to brush some of the blood from his cheek. He flinched at the contact, but then pressed against her hoof.



“If it’s any consolation, I think you’d make a good king,” she continued.



“Kind of you to say. So, am I forgiven?”



“Getting there.” She stood and helped him to his hooves. He leaned against her, and took halting steps with her up the bank, back onto the path.



“Let’s go home.”
      

      
   
      Of Losers and Liars


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash sat on the pliable cloudstuff floor of the gymnasium of another junior flight school and watched the class of foals clumsily race around the edge of the open ceiling. Her flightsuit, trademark Wonderbolt blue and gold, felt tight against her skin, and she would probably start chafing soon. The teacher sat beside her and winked and smiled anytime Dash looked over. Dash didn’t know why. The teacher could have been trying to flirt, but twenty years of wiping green dribbling snot off of foals’ chins had soured whatever talent for flirtation she might have once possessed. Rainbow Dash ignored her.



In her short tenure on the team, Dash had learned that being a Wonderbolt was ninety-five percent awesome and five percent stupid. Ninety-five percent practicing with the team, traveling all over Equestria, performing shows, signing autographs, staying at all the nicest hotels, and eating at all the best restaurants. Five percent wasting time shaking hooves at public events and meeting and greeting pseudo-fans at pointless meet and greets. 



The Wonderbolts visited schools more than anything else. Rainbow Dash had probably spent more time in school as in official visitations as a Wonderbolt than she ever had as a student.



The foals still had another few laps to go. They jostled and kicked and shouted at each other and pulled each other’s tails as they flew. Looked pretty rough, actually. Dash even saw one colt with a gray mane bite some poor filly. Dash glanced at the teacher to see if she was going to do anything about it, but she just smiled and winked back at her.



Rainbow Dash still ignored her. Dash both liked and disliked visiting schools. She disliked that it took so much time out of flying. She had become a Wonderbolt to fly, not sit around and watch a bunch of foals tear into each other in a desperate bid for her attention. But she liked that all the visits to schools were solo, one Wonderbolt per school. When Rainbow Dash visited a school, the spotlight was all hers. Schools practically made a holiday out of it. Rainbow Dash the Wonderbolt is Coming Day! She had already gotten at least four schoolwide pizza parties thrown in her favor. But it was still school, and school was still lame. 



Schools were nothing but bratty, sticky kids (and it always amazed Rainbow Dash how sticky they always felt when they touched her. Like, did they roll around in their own saliva and snot all night before coming to school?), and half-crazed teachers (and the teachers were always weird. Rainbow figured spending all your days with inexplicably sticky kids must have been mental-illness inducing). But Rainbow Dash liked kids, besides their sticky hooves. Kids had a shouting, cheering enthusiasm for the Wonderbolts that was more genuine and loud than anything she ever got from the adults. 



But Rainbow hated, hated, hated the lies, all the lying she had to do every time she visited a school.



“That’s it!” the teacher said, stomping her hooves on the ground.



The race was over. The foals glided down to the floor. About half of them landed on their hooves. The rest landed on their tails, their sides, or their faces, but that’s what the cloudstuff flooring was for.



Rainbow Dash looked them over. The one who had won, a filly with a pink mane, had some potential. The rest didn’t have any chance at careers in professional flying. When Dash had first arrived she asked who in the class wanted to be a Wonderbolt when they grew up. About half the foals had raised their hooves—a tragedy.



Dash figured it was time for congratulations and encouragements and lies. But congratulations first.



She stepped up to pink-maned filly and smiled. “That was awesome, kid,” Dash said. “You’ve got great wing control and a smart sense for finding good updrafts and air currents.”



The filly grinned. “Really?”



The teacher nodded to her. “You did very well, Spring Blossom.”



“Yeah,” Dash said. “Just try to stay tight up there. Keep your hooves together, and your wings should never be extended during a race unless you’re gaining altitude or gliding. Otherwise, keep them out but close, like this.”



As Rainbow Dash demonstrated, the colt she had seen biting somepony in the air stomped over, an expression on his face like someone had just knocked an ice cream cone out of his hooves, and kicked Spring Blossom in the leg. 



She cried out and fell hard on her side.



“Storm Wind!” The teacher ran to Spring Blossom and kneeled over her. “Are you all right, dear?”



She held her ankle. “My leg hurts.”



The teacher glared at the colt, who stood beside the stricken filly, looking angry and lost. “You’re in big trouble.”



The colt looked up at Rainbow Dash, eyes watering. He turned and ran to the gymnasium door.



“Storm Wind, you come back here right this instant!” the teacher shouted after him, but he pushed the door open and went out.



“I can’t believe him.” The teacher looked between Spring Blossom, still lying on the floor, and the door.



“I’ll go get him,” Dash said. “You can stay with her.”



“Thank you,” the teacher said. “Tell him to come right back here and that the longer he waits the worse trouble he’ll be in.”



Dash nodded and walked across the gymnasium and then out the door.



The colt was standing by the door, glaring at the floor. He hadn’t made it very far. He looked up when Rainbow Dash came into the hallway, then lowered his head again. He was one of the kids who had raised their hooves when Dash asked who wanted to be a Wonderbolt.



“Your teacher says you’re in trouble,” Dash said.



He kept his eyes down.



“You should probably get back in there.”



He stayed put.



“You know you’re just making it worse for yourself by running away, right?”



He nodded.



“What you did in there was really lame,” Dash said. “And no pony who does something like that is ever going to be let in the Wonderbolts. Especially if they can’t even face up to it and apologize after.”



He started making sniffling noises, and his chest shook and his legs trembled, and he wiped at his eyes.



Rainbow Dash sighed. She hated when she made the kids cry. Spitfire was gonna give her another earful about properly representing the team while on visits when Dash got back. Dash moved closer to the colt and cautiously touched him on the shoulder in case of sticky. “Ah, calm down, kid. That girl didn’t look like she was that hurt. If you go back and say sorry now, you probably won’t get in really bad trouble. Just regular bad trouble.”



The colt cried harder.



Rainbow Dash frowned. She sucked at dealing with the foals. “So… why’d you hit her?”



The colt cried some more. There may have been a few blubbered words in between the sobs, but Dash couldn’t make them out.



“Did you think you should have won instead of her?” Dash asked.



“No,” he said, choking back his tears. “She’s better than me.”



“Was it, uh, just because she won and you didn’t?”



The colt nodded. “A little.”



“And what else? Do you have a crush on her or something?”



The colt made a face and wiped at his nose and eyes. “Ew. No. I just…”



“Didn’t like her manecut?” Dash suggested. “I used to think pink was a really lame mane color, too. But now I have this friend who’s, like, just super pink all over, and she’s awesome. So pink is okay, I guess.”



“I wanted it to be me,” the colt said, the last of his sobs fading away.



“Well, yeah. Everyone wanted to win. That’s the whole point of the race.”



“I wanted it to be me,” the colt said, and looked up at her, eyes red and wet. “I wanted it to be me who you came and talked to and told me how good I was at flying.”



Rainbow Dash chuckled. “I was gonna talk to all of you. You could have waited your turn.”



“It wouldn’t have been the same. I got fifth place, and no pony cares about fifth place. You wouldn’t have talked to me the same way you talked to her. I want to be a Wonderbolt so bad, but I’m not good enough at flying. And then our teacher told us you were coming, and I worked really hard so I could win a race in front of you and would see me and talk to me, but everypony in class is still better than me, and Spring Blossom is way better than me, and she always will be, and you and the other Wonderbolts are never going to care about me.” He sniffled again. “I shouldn’t have hit her. I’m sorry.”



Rainbow Dash took a deep breath. It was time for the lies to start. The same lies she told all the other kids. She had never had to lie to a colt one-on-one before, though, and definitely never a colt who was crying. It’d probably feel even worse this time. “Do you think winning is all that matters?” she asked, prepping her little speech.



“Losers don’t get to become Wonderbolts,” he said.



“You’re wrong,” Rainbow Dash lied. “When I was in school, I lost almost every race. And now I’m a Wonderbolt.”



“I bet you win races now.”



“Winning isn’t what matters. Doing is what matters,” Dash lied and lied. “A Wonderbolt doesn’t care just about winning, a Wonderbolt cares about doing the very best she possibly can every single time she flies. A Wonderbolt doesn’t care about doing better than everypony else in the air, a Wonderbolt cares about trying harder than everypony else in the air. A Wonderbolt learns from her mistakes, remembers them, and then doesn’t make them again next time. And the most important thing is improving. It’s not about being better than the other pony, it’s about being better than yourself the last time you flew.”



“You sound like one of the posters on our classroom wall.”



“Is this the closest you’ve ever come to beating Spring Blossom in a race?” Dash asked.



“Probably…”



“Then you improved! You won because you did better than yourself. You probably did even better than Spring Blossom did, then. I doubt she improved half as much as you did since your last race. You should be really proud of that. Anyone can be good, but it takes a really cool kind of pony to be good and then get better.”



“Yeah?” he asked, looking up at her, eyes dry and trusting.



“Yeah,” Dash lied, lied, lied. “You’re awesome. But I already know that. Go show everyone else by apologizing to her, because what you did was really sucky.”



“All right!” He grinned at her, turned around, and marched back through the gymnasium doors with childish enthusiasm.



The door closed behind him.



Rainbow Dash stared at the closed door for a long while.



She walked down the hallway, away from the door. She didn’t know where she was going, but she knew she couldn’t stand going back into that gymnasium yet. She felt sick. Her stomach hurt. She could handle the lying, but it sucked that they always believed her. She gave them expectations and hopes that could never ever be fulfilled, and the kids ate them up like Hearth’s Warming cookies and took them inside and held them there. Held them inside, where they would fester and rot. Where they would come back up years later, sodden and black when the kids were grown up and knew the truth. They would remember Rainbow Dash. They would remember that she had been the one who planted the ill seed in their hearts, and realize that Dash had done so knowingly. And they would hate her for it.



There were ponies out there who hated her. That didn’t bother her so much, though. It bothered her that she deserved it.



The kid was right. No one cared about fifth place, and never would. No one cheered for fifth place. No one congratulated fifth place. No one remembered fifth place. If Rainbow Dash never placed anything better than fifth in her life, she wouldn’t even bother flying, and that kid shouldn’t, either. She couldn’t understand why anyone other than first, second, and third even competed, why they wasted their time.



But she did understand. 



It was because liars like her told them to.



She walked down the hallway, past school bulletin boards warning her not to run in the hall and what was for lunch. Her hooves sounded loud on the floor of the empty hall.



Winning was all that mattered. First place was everything. Being anything less than the best in the air meant you either weren’t trying hard enough or you were playing the wrong sport. Ponies cared about first place. Ponies remembered first place. Ponies fell in love with first place. Ponies loved Rainbow Dash, and they loved her for being the best. Who would care about her if she placed fifth?



Only the liars.



Trying to do your best didn’t make any difference if your best wasn’t better than everyone else’s. Improvement didn’t make any difference if it didn’t move you from second to first.



The Wonderbolts were Wonderbolts because they won. A Wonderbolt didn’t place fifth.



The Wonderbolts did their best and strived to improve, obviously, but they did so much more. A Wonderbolt worked harder than that foal could imagine. Rainbow Dash had once skipped school everyday for a week and did nothing all day except practice her takeoffs, again and again and again, trying to make it perfect, make it exactly how she saw the Wonderbolts do it. She only stopped when her parents dragged her back to class.



And it hadn’t been enough. Years afterwards, she still practiced her takeoffs. Even now, a Wonderbolt, her takeoffs weren’t perfect. She still had to work at them. And taking off was such a miniscule aspect of a full flight routine, barely a second’s worth of a show. Everything else required exactly the same level of repetitive, monotonous, exhausting struggle.



Could that colt ever understand what becoming a Wonderbolt really required? Did he have the slightest idea? Any hint at all?



There wasn’t any waiting, either. There was no such thing as ‘When I grow up, I’m going to be a Wonderbolt.’ Either you started training every single day when you were a foal, or you didn’t become a Wonderbolt. Flying couldn’t be a hobby or something you did in your time off. Flying had to be your life. Even by adolescence, you’d already be so far surpassed by the flyers who had started training as foals that you never had any hope of catching up.



Unless a liar like Rainbow Dash came by and gave it to them, gave them hope and expectations that could never come true.



Rainbow Dash realized that she had reached the end of the hallway. The school entrance, wide double doors, stood before her. Outside, she could see the sky. She should have left. She should have left before she lied to anyone else, before she poisoned anyone else’s thoughts.



Even if that colt started training right now, doing all the work necessary, he might never become a Wonderbolt, because he hadn’t been born right. Something no one liked to talk about. Ponies preferred to say ‘You can do anything when you grow up.’ Another lie.



A Wonderbolt had to be born right, and that colt wasn’t.



Rainbow Dash figured Twilight was the best pony there had ever been at magic. A lot of that was thanks to the tremendous amount of work she had put into her magical studies. But another unicorn could do an equal amount of studying and still never be as good as Twilight, because Twilight had been born better. She had been born with more innate magic, more natural aptitude for spells and spell theory, more inherent ability than probably any unicorn before her, besides maybe Celestia and Luna.



A Wonderbolt had to be born the same way. They had to be born with more innate pegasus magic than other pegasus ponies, with better wings, better muscles, a greater natural understanding of how the air moves and how to not only move along with it, but how to manipulate it and make it work for you.



Some ponies were born with more potential than others. Or, as Rainbow Dash liked to put it, some ponies were born awesome, and some weren’t. It was the same with everything a pony could do—art, math, science—all the same.



Spring Blossom might have a had a chance. She had some natural ability that most pegasus ponies her age didn’t, pegasus ponies like Storm Wind.



“There you are!” a voice said behind Rainbow Dash.



Dash turned and saw the teacher standing behind her.



“You just disappeared,” the teacher said. “I thought you’d gotten lost.”



“I have to leave,” Dash said.



The teacher frowned. “Oh, already? Why?”



“Something came up.”



“Can’t you at least say goodbye to the class first?”



Rainbow Dash shook her head. She couldn’t look at that colt again. The worst of it was that he had been on the cusp of realizing it all for himself. He had almost realized that he didn’t have any chance of ever being a Wonderbolt, of being anything more than fifth place. But Rainbow had retarded his development with false kindness and meaningless cliches, and for no reason other than to make him feel better. What would a few weeks of feeling nice compare to years of frustration at never coming in first? Of knowing he had wasted so many years for nothing but fifth place?



If Rainbow Dash was the good pony she claimed to be, she would go back to that class and tell him the truth. He hadn’t been born right. He didn’t work hard enough. He wasn’t good enough, and he never would be.



“All right,” Rainbow said, turning away from the doors. “All right, I’ll go say goodbye first.”



“Great!” the teacher said. “They’re all back in class now. You know, they loved your visit, and all of us at the school really appreciate it. It’s great that the Wonderbolts come to schools like these to inspire the students. Everypony was so excited when we heard.”



Rainbow Dash kept her mouth shut.



Dash followed the teacher back to their classroom and went in with her. She said a quick goodbye to the students, not looking any of them in the eye. Then she told the teacher that she needed to speak to Storm Wind again in the hallway, alone. She went out of the classroom and into the hallway before the teacher could respond.



She waited in the hall.



The door opened after a short time, and the colt stepped tentatively into the hall.



Rainbow Dash took a deep breath. “Kid,” she began.



But he ran at her before she could say anything more. He hugged her, and Rainbow’s voice choked in her throat. He didn’t really hug her. He was too small. He could only get his hooves around one of her legs, but he held tight. He felt vaguely sticky.



“Thank you,” he said.



Rainbow Dash could say nothing, could think of nothing.



He pulled back, looking embarrassed. “Just… thank you,” he said again.



Rainbow Dash stared down at him. Her stomach felt like she had just eaten large order of hayfries then done a dozen somersaults in a row. Her head reeled. Her mind emptied.



“What did you need to talk to me about?” he asked.



“I…” Rainbow Dash couldn’t even remember what she had meant to say. “I just wanted you to know… that I believe in you.”



“What?”



Rainbow Dash turned and ran away. She ran all the way to the exit, her steps sounding loud as thunderclaps. She went outside. She threw up by the door.



She left, leaving behind her festering lies. She jumped into the air and went far away from the school, knowing she would sow all the same lies in the hearts of the next foals she met.
      

      
   
      Who Will Guard The Dreamers


      

      
      
         “Murderer.”  I could not withstand the fury that filled my heart, and I gave quiet voice to another of the red tongues of fire that threatened to consume my soul.  “Traitor.  Thief.  Betrayer of our trust.”



All around us, the soft clatter and murmur of voices continued as the rest of the diners in the restaurant ignored the murderous beast, sitting in a tall chair by the side of its deceived ‘parents.’  The creature ignored my rage, happily putting a hoof into its bowl of mashed peas and laughing at the mess that resulted while the two bleary-eyed pegasi to its sides made busy with napkin and burp rag in a futile attempt to stem the tide of pulped vegetables that spilled out over the edge of the high chair and onto the restaurant floor.



“Dreamy?  Please calm down.  Others are staring.”  My husband of more than twenty years gently patted me on the hoof before I yanked it back, fuming in silence at his betrayal.



“Calm down?”  I lowered my voice to a hiss as the surrounding diners flickered little looks of irritation at me and whispered behind their wings.  “How can you expect me to calm down with that… thing sitting over there.”



I wanted to gesture, to stand and point an accusatory hoof at the monster before leading a mob with torches and cloudforks to burn its taint away from the city of my birth.  To my growing fury, the creature ignored me and continued its innocent destruction of the high chair tray, smearing mashed peas into interesting swirls and adding a squirt of juice from its sippy cup.



“It’s a pony, just like everypony els—”



“It is not a pony!” I hissed, fighting to keep my voice down.  “It is a beast created by the monster who fought Luna.  It killed our daughter.  It stole Luna away from us.”



My husband, the stallion who had pledged to defend the Royal Sisters to his dying breath in his youth, the same husband who had held my hoof as Princess Luna blessed our union, my beloved stallion of more than twenty years of marriage, looked away.  The windows of the restaurant were open to the night air, revealing the disfigured moon that hung listlessly in Luna’s sky, and Eclipse watched it as he talked in a low voice, wracked with pain.



“Our daughter is gone, Dreamy.  You have to accept that, even if I can’t.  I can still hear her voice, and at any moment, I expect to turn around and find her there.  I’ve lost her, and I don’t want to lose you too.”  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair and rubbed one hoof around his neck where the armor of a royal guard once rested before his retirement.  “You know what Princess Celestia said.  Princess Luna turned into Nightmare Moon and and was—”



“She would never betray us!” I snapped, rising to my hooves.  “Princess Luna was betrayed by her sister and locked away in the moon with that monster!  No nightmare could have ever defeated her alone!  Those beasts are proof of her alliance with the dark forces that Princess Luna fought!  She will return, and you’ll see!  She’s coming back!  Luna will return!  Our daughter…”



Dead silence filled the restaurant, with every accusatory eye fixed upon me, except the golden eyes of the tiny little beast, looking at me with its little fanged mouth fixed in an ‘o’ of fascination.  It smiled with a flutter of small, ineffective bat-wings and reached out with one hoof, calling out in a tiny squeak of a voice.



“L’na!  L’na!” 



I fled.








My husband found me hours later as I lay despondent on a small patch of melting snow on the slopes of the Canterhorn, my dark coat a muddy mess and my tears nearly spent.  He alighted a few paces away and simply stood there, a pale greyish blob against the bland night sky.  It was an expression of patience that I had always appreciated, and I knew that no matter how long it took for me to gather myself together, he would still be there, patiently waiting.



Unlike my daughter.  Our daughter.



Twenty years worth of love.  Twenty years worth of care.  Gone in a single night.  Despite the weeks of time that had passed, the memory was still as clear as if it had happened a few moments ago.  Luna had called, and all of her followers had responded.  Almost all.  Alone in the hospital by my husband’s side, I had been torn between my princess and my marriage.  I wanted so much to go with her and build the city she had promised, but Eclipse needed me more, and by the time the fever had broken, it was all over.  The night.  The tearing sensation of looking up at the moon and seeing that hideous monster imprisoned inside.  The solemn royal guard who had come to the hospital room, swaying on his hooves with fatigue and with so many more families to visit with the same crushing words.



We regret to inform you that… 



There was no body at the funeral.  No corpse to bury in the ground and cover with flowers.  No physical trace of a pegasi’s final fall from the sky.  Just an empty hole in our hearts where a young and eager Night Guard had once lived, loved, and grown.  Despair had driven me to the air, to a long and arduous flight over the blackened destruction where guards were picking through the wreckage in a futile search for survivors.  Many others joined us in a silent circling of the charred spot in the Everfree Forest where their own children and grandchildren had met their end.  The families were still recognizable on the streets from the grey expressions that encompassed their entire bodies, as if all that they had in life had been drained from them and left only the skin and bones.



“I wanted to see the city,” I mumbled, extending a forehoof and feeling the warm form of my husband slide under it and to my side.  “Luna said she was going to build a city so beautiful that no eye could capture its glory.  We all were going to live there in eternal joy and happiness.  There would be no sorrow, no loss, no death.  No mother would ever have to grieve over the loss of their daughter.”



“I know,” whispered Eclipse.



“We were going to be there.”  I shifted closer to the warm form of my husband.  “If you hadn’t gotten sick, we would have been there.  We could have done something.  We could have helped Luna fight the creature.”



The still form of my husband spoke the words that he was unable to say, so I said them for him.  “You believe her, don’t you?  You believe that foolish story from Celestia about how Luna was corrupted by the Nightmare and had to be banished.”



“Princess Luna was… different for the last few weeks,” he said.  “Colder.  She hardly spoke a word to Princess Celestia.  All of the guards were worried.  I should have said something.”  He snuggled closer and trembled.  “Maybe she’s right.”



“She’s wrong,” I snapped.  “I wish I could just fly away to the moon and set Luna free.  She would be able to tell you how she was betrayed by Celestia.  I can’t even walk the Dreaming to reach her anymore, not since Celestia set her wards.”  With one damp wingtip stretched out to the sky, I reached for the feathery touches of the Dreamlands and felt them stir just out of reach.



“She dared to touch the sky/And bring back the fire of the gods,” murmured my husband with a long stroke of one hoof through my muddy mane.  “Whatever you decide, I shall be with you.  Through fire and through ice, my path is at your side.”



“It shall not be easy.”  I raised my eyes to the corrupted moon in the lackluster sky.



“That which is important never is,” he replied.








I settled down on the gentle touch of a fresh cloud, brought into our bedroom by my husband as I prepared for my journey.  The Dreaming is a difficult place to reach on even the best of times, and as I slipped into my pajamas, I tried to keep my mind focused on my goal.  The scent of anger and fear would only bring nightmares to hound my steps, hobble my path, and attack those whom I was pledged to protect.  The path of the Dreamer is not trod by many hooves, and since the imprisonment of Princess Luna, it is likely that I was the only one left to guard the dreams of the vulnerable and the weak.



Still, I was determined not to fail, even at the cost of my own life.  Princess Luna was depending on me.  I would prevail.  My husband added one final addition to my preparations, a small stuffed bear embroidered with the motto of the Dreamers: Quis custodiet somniator.



It belonged to Shadow and guarded her dreams for many years as she grew up in our home.  I grasped it to my chest and breathed in the last memories I held of my slain daughter.



And I dreamed.



Each Dreamer perceives the Dreamscape in their own fashion, from an earth pony who might see endless fields of growing crops to a unicorn who trots through a library filled with books.  To me, the Dreaming has always been the sky, and I rose up into the night above Canterlot on wings of darkness.  The wards that Celestia had set upon Luna’s domain were crude, but powerful.  They stretched across my sight like glowing iron bars, strong enough to repel even giants, but I slipped and darted through the sky in search of a flaw.



It was a clumsy hole that Luna would never have tolerated, and I passed through it with space to spare, spreading my wings and ascending into the night as a shadow in the shadows.  Light spread out below me as the Sun Princess attempted to peer into the darkness for any who would oppose her rule, but where the light did not touch, the darkness concealed my form as I rose beyond her reach.



Never had I ascended to this dizzying height, in the real world or the Dreaming, but it was not the carefree beauty of Luna’s night any more.  Stars whispered to each other in terror over what they had seen and dampened their glory as if in fear that they would be plucked from the sky and dashed to the ground at Celestia’s displeasure.  Even the darkness between them was filtered with a grey nothingness, as if the glory of Princess Luna was no longer reflected in the sky.  The moon grew before me as I flew, but even it had not been spared from Celestia’s touch.  Chains and wards surrounded it, huge creations that dwarfed me as a mosquito alongside a pony.  Power beyond my imagination was wrapped around Luna’s celestial orb, runes of such complexity and arcane might to restrain a goddess in her wrath as she fought to return to her rightful place.  



They were silent now, but I could see the charred marks and blackened links where the beast fought back against its imprisonment and feel the long, slow pulse of breathing as it slept to regain its power for another attempt at freedom.  I slipped down through the massive structures, untouched by their bonds, far too insignificant to even draw a response.  I was a fly to their power, and I moved with a grace enforced by the reminder that even a fly could be casually swatted with a mere twitch of a tail.



When I started my journey, I was confident of my goals.  If the beast were vulnerable while bound in its chains, I would do to it what Princess Luna was unable, and slay it to free her, even though that act of deadly violence went against all which the Dreamers stood for.  Now, as I slipped through the last of the massive bonds, that goal seemed as far from me as my own soft bed.



The beast lay sprawled across a vast area, a mangled and twisted melange of every possible creature that could be imagined as it had changed its own form in an attempt to escape its mystic bonds.  Tentacles and claws lay intermixed with bony protrusions, battered and broken from being thrust against their cage but oozing slowly back together for an eventual next attempt.  The worst I could do against it would be to make a small blemish upon its least limb, an attack that would not even trigger a scratch in response.



With a flick of my wings, I drifted along above the twisted leviathan, a Nightmare in form far beyond any which I had ever fought in the Dreamscape.  There was no sign of Luna anywhere, just the dark entwinings of the beast lit by the dim glow of the runic bonds keeping it restrained.  Time holds no meaning in the Dreaming, but as I flew, the feeling of awakening began to rise.  Soon, the Nightmare would again fling itself against the chains, and if I were to remain, I would be crushed into nothingness.



I had just made up my mind to leave when a faint cry carried through the air, a sobbing wail of despair that sunk a hook into my heart and dragged me through the warped and twisted sky in pursuit.  I darted and swooped under arches of exposed bones and monstrous claws, following the faint noise until it lead into a darkened tunnel, and beyond the tunnel, a simple wooden door, barred and locked as if the cell door to a terrible monster.  Behind the door, a voice rough from crying endlessly repeated the same phrase.



...Murderer.  Killed them all.  Murderer.  Killed them all… 



“Princess Luna?”  My clumsy hooves slid back the bar across the door and fumbled with the latch.  “Hold on, Princess.  I’ll get you out of there.”



“NO!”  The stunning explosion of sound echoed through the dark tunnel and out into the surrounding darkness, making the vast bulk of the creature seem to shift in return.  I froze, unable to move as the faint noises of vast body parts in motion in the distance ever so slowly subsided.  “No,” the voice repeated in a rough whisper.  “Begone, foul temptress.”



“I’ve come to rescue you, Princess,” I whispered back, still unwilling to make a move towards opening the door for fear of triggering the same reaction as before.



“There is naught to be rescued,” she responded.  “Begone.”



I could not help but try to open the door again and slide the latch as quietly as possible in that sepulchral silence which pressed down upon my back like a smothering blanket, but the door fought against my touch with a faint glow of Luna’s dark magic.  “Princess,” I hissed into the narrow crack of the doorway, “Come with me.  We need you.”



“I am not needed, nor wanted.”  Her voice cracked in the darkness with a rough cough of agony.  “Fly away, Dreamweaver.  Fly back to your husband and grieve for your daughter.  Leave me to the ghosts that will ever plague my memories until I die.  Leave the murderer of your child to her fate.”



“No.  No, Princess Luna.  I can’t leave you here.”  I placed my shoulder to the door and pushed, but I might as well have been pressing against the granite of Mount Canter for as much as it moved.  “You didn’t kill my daughter.  That beast did.  Let me get you out of here.  We can escape, and you can—”



“I killed your daughter.”  Her voice was dark and terrifying, and for a moment, I stepped back from the door in abject terror of what lay beyond.  “I killed them all.  They followed me to the Winter Castle at my command, and allowed themselves to be subjected to my magic. They rejoiced at my corrupted touch, they praised my name for their new bodies, they danced in joy through the night as I damned them all to oblivion.  No longer was I Princess Luna, but the name which I had forged for myself sprang from their lips.  Nightmare Moon.”



“No,” I gasped.  “Nightmare Moon attacked you.  She killed your guards.  Her monsters killed all who followed you.”



“Monsters?”  The voice in the darkness seemed curious, even whimsical for a moment.  “Is that what you would call your own child?  Those who followed my foolish words begged for my magic to transform them into a new form, new ponies who would appreciate my beloved night.  I held the power of the cosmos, and my only thought was to create beings who would praise my creations in turn.  We did not care that the whole world would burn, if my own bloated ego would be fed in the process.”



I recoiled from the door and what lay beyond as if it had attempted to consume me.  “Those… things.  They really were your followers?  My daughter?”



“My power knew no boundaries, neither constrained by compassion or reason.  I extended it to the utmost to transform my… children.”  The voice dropped to near inaudibility.  “And I killed them all, to the last one, when I withdrew my power to smite my sister.”



The dull blanket of silence surrounded me as I considered my own child, transformed into one of those batwinged beasts, and then destroyed in order to attack Princess Celestia.  I wanted nothing more than to flee that horrible deep voice, fly through the wards and chains that bound it to the moon, and weep into the chest of my husband.



“Go.”  The voice was barely audible, but my hooves turned to leave at their command.  It was the voice of Princess Luna, and I had pledged to obey its every wish.  Still, I stopped before spreading my wings and fleeing that horrible place.  I had lost a child.  Luna had lost far more.



“I forgive you, Princess Luna.”  The words hurt as I squeezed them though my narrowing throat, barbed and thorned syllables that fought desperately to stay in my grieving heart.



“There is no Luna.  There is only Nightmare Moon.”  The door creaked as it opened, and a wan light spilled over the inhabitant of the small cell beyond.  What had once been a royal alicorn of immense beauty now seemed melted as if in some incredibly hot crucible, her limbs flowing down and merging against the dark substance of the floor until it was impossible to see where the pony stopped and the floor began.  One wing lay crumpled beneath her weight, shifting in shape as long strands of darkness bound it to the wall like cables made of blackened steel, but the face was the worst.  The noble horn that crowned her ruined face was warped and twisted, and her once-beautiful features reshaped in a fashion that even a young foal would look away from in disgust.



“Behold what was once your Princess of the Night and despair,” it rasped, looking at me with one distorted eye still closed.  “What I have created will soon devour me, as it devoured all of my followers.  Your forgiveness means nothing.  There is no hope for me now.  None shall ever call my name again, save as a curse.”



I could not move forward to free my Princess from her imprisonment, and yet I could not leave either.  The memory of mashed peas rose up in my mind, and with it, the beatific smile of the tiny dark creature as she gazed at me with loving eyes.  The batwinged foal had once been a pony, and still was inside.  Small, frightened, and in a strange world where larger ponies would forever blame it for things which were no fault of its own, it still had been somepony’s child, and in some fashion, Luna’s child too.



“You are wrong, Princess Luna.  Some of your youngest transformed followers survived, and still remember you with love.  As long as they live, you will not be forgotten.”



“They… survived?”  The warped and twisted alicorn shifted positions, fighting against the substance which glued her to the floor but making no headway despite her struggles.



“Princess Celestia has been finding homes for them with loving parents who are willing to accept them for who they are.  Your children will survive, under the protection of your sister.”  I glanced nervously at the tunnel as the ground beneath my hooves shifted with the rhythm of an immense beast awakening from its dreams of conquest and bloodshed.  “Hurry, Princess Luna. We need to leave.”



Her struggles ceased, although the dark alicorn still kept one eye closed as she looked back at me.  “No, I cannot leave this place.  Go and tell my sister of my fate.  Guard well my children as thou hast guarded the Dreamscape, and I shall fight the darkness within my heart until the stars permit my return.”  The disfigured creature who had once been the Princess of the Night shifted in pain as the distant motions of the immense creature rumbled through the walls.  “Thank you for bringing me hope.  Now, go!  Hurry!  I cannot hold her back much longer.”



“Princess Luna, I can’t go back without you!”



In a flicker of motion, the eye which Luna had been keeping closed, opened.  A draconic pupil, slit from top to bottom trapped me within its chill gaze as a deep voice thundered through the dark tunnel.



“There is no Princess Luna!  There is only Nightmare Moon!”



The door to the cell slammed shut and broke that baleful gaze, allowing me to sprint for the tunnel.  My wings flung me forward as the ground beneath opened up with teeth and limbs reaching for me, clutching at my receding form, and clashing against the massive wards which held the beast.  I burst out between the mystic chains surrounding the moon and flung myself forwards, a darting shadow which left the fading howls of rage and vengeance behind.  Never had I flown with such speed through the Dreamscape, past the terrified stars, past the wards which Celestia had thrown over the domain, and with one destination as if it had been burned into my mind in letters of fire.



Around the Royal Towers of Canterlot, the nightmares had gathered.  In small knots of darkness, they had crept closer and closer to the brilliant light within until they surrounded it, hiding in cracks and crevices wherever the light failed to spread its warmth.  Luna was gone, and they had seized their opportunity to wreak havoc on the vulnerable alicorn who remained, but they scattered in terror as I descended into their midst.  With tooth and hoof, I drove them away until their screeches of rage faded into the distance.



Celestia would sleep tonight without their foul touch.  But there was one more thing that needed done.












As the morning dragged slowly on, there was a tension to our house that we had never experienced before in our decades of marriage.  Friends and family were gathered together in the living room to help us and to support our decision, and their presence was a welcome warmth that kept both of us from pacing or going out for a quick morning flight which would allow us to ‘accidently’ forget the time and miss our appointment.  Various snack foods covered the tables in a thick array of nutritious support that we had been nibbling on with various degrees of sincerity while waiting the interminably long time before she was to show up. 



Finally, the whisper of wings and the clatter of armor sounded from outside, and a pair of royal guards slipped in the doorway to take up positions around the living room.  After a brief introduction, they settled into place and awaited the last visitor, who was taking much longer to appear than expected.



“I don’t want to go,” filtered in through the open doorway.  “I want to stay with you, Princess.”



“The castle is no place to raise a child,” sounded a second, much deeper voice.  “As much as I would love to keep you all, having a loving couple raise you will be much better.”



“Can I come back and visit, so you can tell me more about your sister?” whined the first voice.



“Whenever you want,” assured the second voice.  “Now come on, please.  They’re waiting.”



With the faintest sound of dragging hooves, a very young bat-winged pony trudged through the doorway of our home, followed by Princess Celestia.



“I’d like you to meet your new foster parents,” said Celestia.  “This is Dreamweaver and Eclipse, two very special friends of my sister who have volunteered to watch over you.  Dreamweaver.  Eclipse.  This is Hope.”



“I’m very pleased to meet you, Hope,” I said, stepping forward and smiling at the little filly.
      

      
   
      Pros and Cons


      

      
      
         To say that Spike was just ‘excited’ would have been a criminal understatement. It had taken a lot of convincing and two whole months of saving up his bits to get Twilight to agree to take him to the big Manehattan Comic Convention, but he knew it would be worth every last chore.



And now they weren’t very far at all, mere blocks away from the convention center as they trotted through the streets. He couldn’t help but squirm on Twilight’s back, kicking his heels lightly against her sides. Unfortunately, it only led her to twist her head around and raise an eyebrow in his direction. 



“Sorry,” Spike said. “It’s just… can’t we go any faster?”



Twilight rolled her eyes and kept walking, weaving through an increasingly bustling crowd as they drew closer and closer to the convention center. Here and there, ponies dressed in brightly colored costumes stuck out, making their way in the same direction.



At Twilight’s side, Rainbow Dash grinned. “Don’t worry Spike, there’ll be plenty of comic books to go around. It’s not as if they’re gonna run out or anything.”



“That’s what you think,” Spike muttered. “The variant cover edition of Power Ponies #231 is a limited run. And there’s only supposed to be a few hundred of the convention-exclusive vinyl figurines for sale, and this year’s is Radiance. I’m going to get one to bring back to Rarity!”



“Yeah,” Rainbow said dryly. “I’m sure she’ll be totally thrilled about that.”



“I hope so,” Spike continued, oblivious to her tone. “It’s really a shame that she couldn’t come with us, but I understand. A pony as important as her has to deal with fashion emergencies now and then.”



“Uh huh. I bet she’s at the spa now, enjoying an emergency— Hey!” Twilight had flicked one wing out to thump against Rainbow’s side. When Rainbow looked up, Twilight was shooting her a dark glare. “I mean, too bad. These things happen.”



Spike fiddled with the clasp of his cape, twisting to make sure it was billowing behind him properly. “At least she had some time to help me with my Humdrum costume.” He twiddled his claws. “I hope Mina likes it.”



“I’m sure she will,” Twilight said. “And let me say, I’m looking forward to meeting this mysterious dragon penpal of yours.”



“I’m still jealous,” Rainbow Dash groused. “Why did Princess Luna have to go and wake you up for a big adventure? I sleep, like, all the time, and she’s never popped into my dreams to whisk me off to solve crimes in Fillydelphia.”



“It wasn’t that big a deal.” Spike flexed one claw. “And you’re not a dragon, so I doubt anyone in the dragon town district would even talk to you.”



“I could be a dragon…”



“Absolutely not,” Twilight said. “No shapechanging magic, we’ve been over this.”



Rainbow groaned. “Boring. So boring. You dorks are lucky I didn’t have anything better to do this weekend.”



Twilight stopped short. “Rainbow Dash, did you not read the itinerary I sent you?”



“Huh? C’mon Twi, I’ll just stick with you and nap through whatever magical algebra egghead lectures you wanted to go to. It’s no big deal.”



“There’s no scientific panels.” Twilight sighed. “I mean, you didn’t see why I asked you, in particular, to come? There’s a whole room with Daring Do panels all day. They’ve got the cast from the movie that’s just started filming, and a fan panel to discuss the series’ best villain, and A.K. Yearling’s even going to be there to read the first chapter of the upcoming book.”



Rainbow blinked. Then her wings flared open and she was off like a shot down the street. A moment later, she had returned. “C’mon Twilight! Can’t we go any faster?”



Twilight rolled her eyes and kept walking.








By the time they had arrived in front of the convention center, the crowds were overwhelming, with at least half dressed in some costume or another. Spike locked eyes with another pony dressed as Humdrum across the way and they exchanged a silent nod of mutual appreciation.



He hopped up, awkwardly clambering down off Twilight’s back.



“Maybe you should just stay up until we get inside?” Twilight said. “It’s pretty crazy out here.”



“Mm, yeah,” Rainbow Dash said, distracted by gawking at the ponies around them. “Hey, check out that Ahuizotl. That’s crazy!”



“No way, I’m not a kid.” Spike frowned as he looked around, trying to see through a sea of pony legs. “Besides, Mina’s supposed to meet up with us here.”



“Spike!” a voice called out over the crowd’s chatter. A moment later, a cerise dragoness just a few hooves taller than Spike pushed her way over to them. “You made it! Red rubies!”



Spike’s eyes lit up. “Red rubies!”



Rainbow glanced at Twilight, only to get a shrug in response.



Mina darted over to Spike and they pounded their claws together in greeting. “Wow, great costume!” Spike said.



She did a quick twirl in place, highlighting the black paint splotch on her hips. In the center of the mark was a white crescent moon. Between the clear attempt at the cutie mark, the tiara at the top of her dyed-blue hair, and the silvery boots and gloves she wore, it was clear that she was meant to be Princess Luna. “Awesome, isn’t it? Yours is great, too! They’re having a costume contest later and everything and I’m going to—”



She cut off mid-breath, staring at Twilight.



“Hello there,” Twilight said. “You must be Mina. I’ve heard so much—”



“Eeeeee!” Before Twilight could react, Mina was hopping in circles around her. “Spike said you were coming but I still can’t believe it! You know, I wasn’t that big a fan at first, but that Tirek fight? Ah-may-zing! You could see the flashes on the horizon all the way in Fillydelphia. You’re definitely number two princess now – and that’s no knock against you because Luna is like all-time top tier, you know what I mean? You totally do.”



“Um—”



“You have got to sign my copy of Princess Pals #1. You can’t leave until you do!”



“Uh. Yes, sure.” Twilight blinked. “Wait, there’s a comic book about the Princesses? I... don’t know how I feel about that.”



Mina’s eyes sparkled. “It’s so good, too. There’s this whole arc about the early days of Princess Celestia’s reign where she’s having to figure everything out and singlehoofedly come up with all of Equestria’s laws as she goes.”



Twilight’s eyes grew round. “They— They have this comic here? I must buy it. To make sure it treats its subjects accurately. Of course.”



“Ahem.” Rainbow Dash took a step forward, tossing her head casually. “I’m here too, you know. I’d be glad to autograph any depictions of my daring exploits.”



Mina’s head tilted. “Oh. You’re… the athlete one?”



“The Rainbow Dash.”



“Right. Hi!” She tapped a claw against her chin. “You look pretty scrawny for hoofball. But s’all rubies, I guess.”



Rainbow’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not a hoofball player. I’m a racer. Familiar with the Equestrian Games? What about the Wonderbolts?”



Mina shrugged. “I only follow hoofball. Hey, do you know anypony on the Fillydelphia Falcons?”



Rainbow rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Sorry, no. I’m more of a Cloudsdale Crushers girl anyways. I mean, I met an outside wingback from the Canterlot Nobles at a party once, but Canterlot Nobles?”



“Yuck,” her and Mina said in unison. Mina raised a closed claw and Rainbow met it with a hoofbump.



“Cool.”



“Cool.”



“Hey, we probably need to head in before it gets too crazy,” Spike chimed in.



“Oh, right!” Mina whirled around to him. “I’ve got a surprise for you, too. I want you to meet me at table 113 in Hall F later this afternoon, okay? Promise me!”



“No problem!”



“Thanks Spike!” Mina bounced forward to squeeze him in a sudden hug. “I’ve already got my badge so I’m going to go in and find out where to register for the costume contest. I’ll see you later!”



“Y-yeah, later!” Spike called out as she dashed back into the crowd. He turned, and the big smile on his face vanished as he saw Twilight and Rainbow’s expressions.



“Soooomeone’s got a girlfriend,” Rainbow sang out.



“Knock it off,” Spike grumbled. “We’re just friends. Besides, she’s like a year or two older than me, and probably not even interested.”



Rainbow snrked, trying to hold back a full guffaw. “Yes, those totally sound like convincing reasons right there.”



Spike crossed his arms. Twilight was giving him that little grin she always got when she had just realized she knew something that no one else did. “What?”



“Nothing,” Twilight said. “We should get going.”



“Right.” Spike rubbed a claw against the back of his head. “About that. You know, I think I’ll be just fine on my own. I don’t want to keep you guys from whatever you were going to do.”



Twilight bit her lip. “Oh, I don’t know, Spike. I don’t want you to get lost or in trouble or anything. It’s an awfully big convention.”



“Oh come on, don’t treat me like a baby.” Spike stood up straight, putting on his responsible face. “I’ll be fine.”



“It’s probably better if we find the Daring Do room and drop Rainbow off, and then I stick around. It’s not that I don’t trust you—”



“Hey Twilight!” Rainbow called out. “Look over there. I think somepony’s dressed as Starswirl the Bearded. He’s even got the silver bells on the hat.”



Twilight’s head shot up, craning around to get a view. “Starswirl’s hat had golden bells. The historical literature is very clear on the point. In fact I wrote an essay last year examining…”



Spike looked up to see Rainbow give him a wink and mouth, “You’re welcome.” He gave her a grin and salute in response before slipping off into the crowd.








Getting his badge meant waiting in line – hardly difficult, once he managed to find the right end, but not exactly fun either. But Spike was so close, and Manehattan’s Con was the biggest comics-and-entertainment event in all of Equestria. He only got more and more excited as he drew closer to the front. He was having to fight the urge to jump and down by the time the pony at registration hoofed over the badge to get inside. She even gave him a free tote bag – and the one that had the Power Ponies on it, after seeing his costume.



He was finally going inside! He ran through his plans again in his head – get the limited-edition Radiance figurine first, because it was the most likely to sell out fast, then find out where the Power Ponies panel would be? Oh, and go see Mina! He wondered when her costume contest was. It would be fun to cheer for her there too.



It turned out he had plenty of time to think about those plans. Thirty minutes later, after discovering that there was another, separate line to get inside the convention center, he finally found himself walking through the big doors and into his paradise.



The experience was properly momentous. The convention center was huge – looking to his left and right he couldn’t even see where the halls ended. The ceilings went up and up, with a few pegasi winging back and forth between banners and displays hanging above. Thin aisles trailed between booths set up to look like any number of famous landmarks: the Power Ponies’ Tower of Justice, a miniature skyscraper of the Manehattan Bugle where Spider-Mule’s alter ego worked, even an entire mecha-pony towering over a booth in the back, something from one of those Neighponese series that Apple Bloom was big into.



Spike stood in place with his mouth hanging open, momentarily overwhelmed by the entire experience. At least until a pony pushed him in the back. “Get a move on!”



He stumbled forward, muttering an apology, and found himself swept away in the tide of ponies, bouncing from one to another as they pushed and shoved, all eager to get to their own destinations. Spike kept muttering apologies as he tried to stay upright, not helped by ponies that kept stepping on his cape.



Finally he stumbled out into some open space against the back wall and looked around to get his bearings. He hadn’t quite expected all the fans to be so… pushy, but upon reflection it wasn’t really like they were meaning to be rude. It was easy to get swept away in the excitement of everything to see and do.



Plus, luck was on his side. He could see the big Marevel booth just a few aisles down, and visions of Radiance figurines danced in his mind. Spike steeled his courage and stepped forward into the crowd again, pushing his own way through.



It was a short line to get to the front, so it wasn’t any more than a minor annoyance when they informed him all the figurines were sold by a different company on the other side of the big hall. He was starting to get the hang of navigating the crowds too, which meant holding his cape up and darting from place to place without being distracted by all the neat costumes or booths, so it didn’t take long to get to the right place.



And the line there was fairly short too. The problem came when he made it all the way to the front.



“One Radiance, please!” he called out, standing on his tiptoes to look over the counter at the neat row of boxes perched on the shelf.



The pony behind the counter looked him over. “Nice costume. Sure thing. Just let me have your ticket?”



“Ticket?”



It turned out the reason the line was so short was because there was a second line to get tickets, way back next to where he had originally been at the Marevel booth. A somewhat frustrated Spike started questioning the purpose of standing in a line to get a ticket to stand in a line, but the ponies waiting behind him started giving him dirty looks so he sighed and stepped away. 



After making the long trek all the way back to the other side of the exhibit floor, he managed to find the right area. That line was rather more formidable than the rest, but he took his place at the end behind a big earth pony in an Iron Mare t-shirt.



“Maybe they shoulda called it the Manehattan Standing-in-Line Convention, eh?” Spike said. The earth pony ignored him, but he heard a snicker from behind and turned to see a colt that had to be no older than Sweetie Belle or Apple Bloom.



“Good one!” the colt chirped as he stuck out a hoof. “And great Humdrum outfit! I’m Walnut Crunch, but you can just call me Wally cause that’s what everypony else does.”



“Spike,” he said as he shook hooves with Wally. He took another look at the colt, noting his navy jumpsuit with plastic gems glued on haphazardly. “Oh, you’re Radiance, right?”



“Right!” Wally grinned widely. “She’s the best, isn’t she! I know it’s not the greatest costume, but I made it myself. That’s what I’m waiting in line for, to get—”



“The limited-edition convention-exclusive Radiance figurine.” Spike chuckled. “Me too.”



“I knew you looked like a good dragon! Us Power Ponies fans have to stick together, because—” Wally took a breath, eyes rolling back as he enunciated in a loud reedy voice “—friendship is the most important superpower of all!”



Spike nodded. “Issue 178, right? Where all the villains team up and almost beat the Power Ponies because they’re fighting with one another.”



“That one is so good!” Wally gushed.



It turned out that it was a lot more fun to wait in line along with a friend, and Wally had an even greater knowledge of Power Ponies minutiae than Spike did. They chattered away about their favorite issues and characters as the line crawled forward, and even after they had gotten their tickets, they found themselves walking together on their way back to the merchandise booth at the other end of the hall.



“See…” Wally said as they drew closer to the front of the shorter line, “I live in the Broncs and it’s pretty great. I’ve got some good friends who I normally play Power Ponies with at recess, and I always get to be Radiance. But they all have the official action figures and my parents… well, they don’t have a lot of bits to spare.” He waved a hoof in the air. “It’s not like it’s a problem or anything! But my friends all decided to chip in for my birthday and arranged to get me a ticket to the convention and the bits for this super special Radiance figure.”



“Wow,” Spike said. “Those really do sound like great friends.”



Wally blushed slightly. “Yeah, I’m pretty lucky. But I bet you have awesome friends, too!”



Spike rubbed a claw across his chin. “You know what? I really do.”



“Oh, oh! I think you’re next!”



Spike looked up to see the pony at the counter waiting for him, and skipped over. “Hi again!”



“Hey Humdrum. Got a ticket now?”



“Sure do!” Spike stood on his tiptoes again to set the ticket on the counter, and noticed something strange. The shelves on the wall behind the counter were practically empty now.



“You sure are one lucky little dragon,” the salespony said. “We’ve only got one Radiance figurine left for the entire show. Seems like everypony wanted one.”



Spike felt something cold settle in his gut. He turned around slowly, looking at Wally waiting at the head of the line behind him. The colt was too far away and the hum of the convention too loud for him to really hear what they were talking about, but upon seeing Spike, he waved one hoof cheerfully.



Spike turned to the counter. “Actually,” he said scuffing a foot against the floor, “I think I’ll just take a copy of the variant edition of Power Ponies #231.”



The salespony frowned. “We have those, but… you waited in line just for that? You know you could just get a copy from any of the big comic sellers elsewhere in the hall, right?”



“Yeah,” Spike said. “I guess it just felt more official getting one from here?”



“Oh...kay?”



Spike set a few bits on the counter and forced a smile.








Spike tried not to look at the clock hanging in the center of the hall. It was pretty depressing to get a reminder of how much time he had spent so far this morning in a futile quest of wandering from one queue to another.



Instead he looked up at the menu of a food stand, which was only a little depressing. Seriously, twenty-five bits for a carrot dog? He could buy a whole bushel of carrots back in Ponyville for that much.



He sighed, but his stomach rumbled in a reminder that he really should spend the bits he had saved for the Radiance figure on something. He was just about to get in line for the stand – ugh – when he noticed the trio of ponies loudly gossiping over at a nearby table.



Two of the three were dressed as Power Ponies, Zapp and Saddle Rager, while the third was a unicorn with her mane dyed a bright green and teased out crazily – the Mane-iac.



“Look at that one!” The Mane-iac raised a hoof to point as she talked, loud enough for even Spike to hear. “Wonder where he got that costume, in a museum?” The other two snickered.



She had been pointing at a big pony in black spandex and helmet who was slowly walking along the aisle. Spike vaguely recognized the getup as The Dark Deceiver, one of the oldest, if not the first, supervillains. He had been Supermare’s greatest nemesis, and even if ponies these days weren’t that big into Supermare anymore, it was still plenty iconic.



“Ohmigod,” Zapp said. “Maybe he fell through a temporal rift from twenty years ago. That sounds like The Dork Deceiver alright.”



“More like—” Saddle Rager interrupted herself with giggling. “More like The Pork Deceiver!”



The other two pounded the table as they laughed. It was all the more cruel a jab for its accuracy – the costumed pony looked to be well on the overweight side and his belly was straining against the fabric of his costume. Spike frowned and took a step in their direction.



“Watch this!” Mane-iac said, and her horn lit up. An empty soda can from their table sailed over to clang against The Dark Deceiver’s helmet and he staggered back in alarm, only to trip over his own hooves and run right into a pair of garbage cans.



The trio found this to be exceptionally hilarious, hooting with laughter. Spike marched right over.



“What is wrong with you?” he said.



Their laughter cut off sharply, but Mane-iac didn’t seem fazed. “What? We’re just having a little fun.”



“You’re being mean and awful.” Spike planted his claws on his hips. “Is that the way a hero would act?”



Zapp and Saddle Rager shared a somewhat chagrined look, but Mane-iac just smirked. “I’m not a hero, now am I? And neither is that dork.”



“That’s not what I mean. We’re all fans here, we should all treat one another with respect.”



Mane-iac rolled her eyes. “Blah blah blah. Whatever, I’m not going to sit around and be lectured by Humdrum. Particularly not shrimpy dragon Humdrum. C’mon girls.” She tossed her mane and marched off, the other two mares in tow. Zapp at least had the decency to look back at him and mouth a quick "Sorry!" in response.



Spike growled to himself, but trotted over to where The Dark Deceiver was still lying on the floor. He offered a claw and grunted with effort as he tried to help the pony up. “You— You okay?”



“Mmmph mmmph mmph mmmph,” the pony said, muffled by the thick helmet.



“Uhm. Right. I’m Spike?” Spike extended a claw.



“Mmmph mmph.” The pony shook hooves firmly.



“Don’t let them get you down. I think you look great!”



“Mmmph.” Spike had no way to really tell, but it seemed like a happy mmmph at any rate. The pony reached out with one hoof to jovially pat him on the back, but almost knocked the smaller dragon over.



“Mmmmph,” The Dark Deceiver said contritely.



“Er, yeah.” Spike’s eyes drifted up and they finally made contact with the clock above him. It was then he realized the Power Ponies panel started in only fifteen minutes. “Ah! I have to run, but have a good convention!”



“Mmph mmmph,” the pony said, waving as Spike dashed off again.








There wasn’t space in the room for him.



It’s not as if Spike was a large dragon. This was something that he had often and bitterly complained about in the past, most often only to himself in the mirror, but occasionally enough to Twilight that she had specifically ordered him a book called The Littlest Caterpillar for his birthday several years back. It told the story about a caterpillar that was sad because it was tiny, but then when all the other caterpillars turned into butterflies, the littlest one turned into a big beautiful moth instead. Spike found it to be less than encouraging, because what caterpillar would rather be a moth than a butterfly?



The pony preventing him from entering the room didn’t seem particularly receptive to the moral either. Particularly not as it came across in Spike’s frenzied rambling about how it wasn’t fair and moths deserve love too even baby ones he guessed and he wouldn’t take up that much room and he could just stand in the back he didn’t mind at all.



“Fire code,” the pony grunted, and went back to staring straight forward.



A couple of ponies walked up to the door and hoofed him a ticket. The door swung open, and light and laughter spilled out. Spike caught a snatch of the conversation – they were talking about Humdrum! And then the door swung shut.



“You can let me in,” Spike pleaded. “They went in. Why did they get to go in?”



“VIPs,” the pony said.



“I’m a pretty important dragon. That’s like a VIP.”



“What’s your badge say?”



Spike glanced down. “General admission.”



“Exactly.”



Spike bounced up and down in agony. “Can you just like… prop the door open, and maybe I can look in from out here?”



“Nope.”



“Well, what if somepony leaves, then there will be room and I can go in, right?”



“Sure.”



Spike’s eyes lit up.



The pony sighed. “Look, kid. Do you think anypony’s going to leave now that the panel has started?”



“They might,” Spike said. “I’ll just wait and see.”



“Suit yourself.”



It didn’t come as any particular surprise that nopony did. Spike paced back and forth in front of the door for the first ten minutes, then he stood against the wall. By the time the panel ended, he was sitting in the floor, head in his claws.



The door banged open and he leapt to his feet, only to see ponies streaming out, chattering away at how awesome the panel had been. He sunk down to sit on the floor again, just watching as they left, not really feeling like going back in the exhibit floor. Honestly, Spike didn’t feel much like doing anything at all.



He sat for a long time, staring ahead. And then he noticed something funny. A pale yellow unicorn had walked out of the panel room far later than the rest. He had a cutie mark that seemed weirdly familiar – a quill inscribed in a red triangle. Spike only got a glimpse before the stallion trotted off, but something about that cutie mark stuck in his head.



When it clicked and Spike pieced together where he had seen the symbol before, he scrambled up and took off running in pursuit, his body moving on its own. That mark— that was the personal signoff of Scribble Scratch, the writer of Power Ponies! That meant that was him in the flesh!



Spike had to hustle to keep up, as Scribble Scratch moved through the crowds with purpose and a lot of practice. Thankfully, he wasn’t going too far, but Spike almost missed it as the pony turned abruptly to push through an unmarked door at the side of the hall. Spike took a deep breath and followed.



It turned out to just lead to the back side of the convention center, which was nothing but grey boxy concrete, several empty loading docks waiting for carts. Scribble Scratch looked surprised to have someone else appear. A cigarette floated in his magical aura, and a frown crossed his face. “Beat it,” he said. “No autographs.”



“Oh, uh, no,” Spike said. “I just wanted to uh… Hey, you need a light?”



Scribble’s eyes narrowed warily. “Sure.”



The cigarette floated over to Spike and he blew out a thin column of flame to ignite the end. Scribble floated it back and took a long drag.



“I’m Spike,” he said cautiously. “I just wanted to say that I really enjoy your work.”



“Thanks.” Scribble blew out a ring of smoke as a moment of silence stretched out between them. He looked over, and a hint of a smile crossed his lips. “Sorry. I get a lot of crazy fans. Nice Humdrum.”



Spike couldn’t help but grin. “Thanks!”



“You know,” Scribble said, rubbing his chin with a hoof. “Humdrum was originally an idea from my editors. I thought it was stupid.”



“Really?”



“Yeah. But it turns out they were right. That’s what the series needed, a more normal pony around so that the Power Ponies could really show off what makes them super. And he’s great for filling in as comic relief.”



Spike felt his smile fading. “Ah.”



“We’ve even let him save the day a few times, it’s great for laughs. Kind of a wake-up call to the rest of the Power Ponies to get their shit together.” Scribble glanced over at Spike appraisingly. “He’s got his fans too though. Let me guess, something with Humdrum, that’s your big idea? I never meet a fan who doesn’t have some grand plot figured out for a future story.”



“What makes you think I don’t just want to be friendly?”



Scribble smirked. “So there’s really nothing you wanted to suggest?”



Spike twiddled his claws. “Well…”



“Exactly. C’mon, I don’t mind.”



Spike took a deep breath. “Well, there’s Sergeant Scales, right?”



“Oh, yeah. Now there’s a strong villain right there. One of my best.”



“Exactly. I just was thinking…” Spike frowned. “Well, there was that one arc where the Mane-iac experimented with some chemicals and gave herself amnesia and turned good for a while.”



“Ponies went nuts for that, yeah.”



“What if the Power Ponies were to team up with Sergeant Scales? Like there’s a big threat in Maretropolis that puts the dragon population in danger, and Sergeant Scales agrees to work with them, and they’re uncertain if they trust him or not.”



Scribble took a puff on his cigarette. “Not bad. Divided loyalties, putting faith in another, get to play around with some new kinds of hero/villain interactions. Kind of a classic setup, but it’s called a classic for a reason. I like it.”



“Really?”



“Yeah. Though… I don’t know that Scales is the right villain for the piece. It’s really more of a Pharoah Phetlock thing, I think.”



“But Pharoah Phetlock isn’t… well, isn’t a dragon.”



Scribble glanced at him. “Yeah. That’s what I mean. Dragons set things on fire and hoard gold and all sorts of great villain bits. That’s what the readers are looking for.”



“But if you gave a dragon a bit more of a central role, maybe you’d get a lot more readers?”



“Kid.” Scribble exhaled. “Dragons don’t read comic books. Ponies do.”



“I read comic books,” Spike muttered.



Scribble nodded. “And I appreciate that you do, but you’re hardly a normal dragon, am I right? It’s nothing personal. This is just how things are. I mean, there was that one time Humdrum was a dragon. Isn’t that good enough?”



“I— I see.”



“Hey, tell you what. Maybe I’ll bend the rules a little for you. One autograph, free of charge.”



Spike gave him a wavery grin, and took out his copy of Power Ponies #231. Scribble floated it over and scrawled something on the inside.



“I gotta get back to the convention. Thanks for the idea, it’s a good one. The Pholly of the Pharoah maybe? Hmm.”



Scribble pushed back through the door, muttering to himself. Spike found his mouth twisting in a frown. He looked down at the comic book in his claws, and flipped it open.



There, scrawled on top of the panels on the first page:



Always follow your dreams!

                  -Scribble Scratch

                 

To my friend, Mike the Dragon








The lights and flashiness of the exhibit hall didn’t seem quite as interesting anymore as Spike made his way through. The ponies pushing each other and rushing about didn’t seem as innocently excited as they had that morning either. His stomach growled, reminding him that he had never gotten his carrot dog. Even the thought of going to see Mina filled him with more worry than anticipation. He was sure there was something else waiting to go wrong there, too.



He sighed, trudging onwards.



Hall F was all the way at one end of the big cavernous room, through some doors, and then into a smaller area, though still bigger than any building in Ponyville. He blinked, as it was a far cry from the overload of the exhibit hall.



Sure, there were still a lot of ponies, but the crowds were thinner and more quiet. Instead of huge constructed booths, there were just rows and rows of tables, with rather normal-looking ponies sitting behind them. He strolled down the aisles as he looked for table 113, but kept getting distracted by the artwork and crafts on display.



None of it was professional, though some came quite close. But there was a lot more variety – not just superheroes but knights in armor, and spaceships, and cowponies, and all sorts of things. He even saw a little plush figurine of Humdrum in his dragon form from the Trials and Transmogrifications arc, and made a mental note to consider stopping by later.



He was surprised that when he did find table 113, Mina was sitting behind it.



“Spike!” She jumped up and ducked under the table to give him another quick hug. “You made it! I was getting worried.”



“Of course,” Spike said. “How was the costume contest?”



“It was super awesome.” She hopped in place. “I didn’t win, of course, but I think everyone liked my costume and I did my Royal Canterlot Voice just like I had practiced and I think a pony in the front row passed out. She was fine though!”



Spike grinned. “Cool. What are you doing here?”



“Oh, you have to see,” she said as she grabbed ahold of his hand, dragging him over to the table. Several neat stacks of comic books covered the surface of the table.



Spike blinked, his eyes drawn to the words at the bottom: Written and Drawn by Mina the Dragon. “Wait… you wrote this?”



She grinned, a faint tinge of red darkening her cheeks. “Sure did!”



“Wow, how did you not tell me about this!”



She stuck her tongue out. “Then it wouldn’t have been a very good surprise.”



Spike glanced down and flipped through the first few pages, all done in black and white, taking in the sights of a rugged dragon in a fedora investigating crime in the shadows of Fillydelphia. “Drake Hardclaw and the Case of the Ambulatory Arsonist,” he read. “Mina, this is… this is really really good!”



Mina shrugged, glancing away. “Thanks. That— that means a lot. I’ve not any luck in selling them, so…”



“I want one!” Spike said. He slapped some bits down on the table. “No, two.”



Mina’s eyes lit up. “Red rubies! But you don’t have to pay, you’re a friend.”



“I insist,” Spike said, raising one claw to his chest. “Dragon code. And I want them signed too, so they’re worth a million bits when you get super famous.”



Mina rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep a giddy grin off her face. She ducked back under the table, coming up on the other side with a pen in her hand, and opened one of the comics to carefully start writing in it.



Spike glanced down at the comic’s cover. He heard the scritching of Mina’s pen, and some of the rest of his day caught up to him, turning his smile a little wry. He let out a sigh.



“Hey,” Mina said, looking up at him. “What’s up?”



“Nothing,” Spike said.



Mina crossed her arms, frowning at him.



“Well…” Spike frowned. “I don’t know that this whole day has really what I expected. Don’t get me wrong, your stuff is amazing. But I’m not sure that I even like comic books that much anymore.”



Mina’s eyebrows flew upwards. “Don’t even joke about that!”



“I’m not.”



Mina set her pen down. “This is gonna need some explaining. Hit me.”



“It’s just that I’ve always liked comic books because they’re about heroes saving the day and defeating villains and being awesome.”



“Sure.”



“But that’s not how things really are at all. What if there’s no such thing as heroes? What if people are just mostly jerks?”



Mina shook her head. “Spike, don’t be silly. You’re a hero.”



“No, I’m not. I mean, maybe there was the Crystal Empire stuff but that’s not really being a hero. Real life is scary and hard and you just do what you have to do and hope you’re lucky and things work out. Anypony would have done the same.” He glanced down at the comic. “I mean, I still wish I could be like Drake Hardclaw here, but I’m not and I don’t think anydragon is. Heroes are fake.”



“But…” Mina’s words died away as she stared down at the comic book, a troubled frown crossing her face.



“Hey, Spike!” a voice called out from behind them. Spike turned to see Wally trotting up, his Radiance figurine out of the box and resting proudly on the top of his head. He was accompanied by several others who looked to be about his age, all dressed as Power Ponies too. The Masked Matter-horn was even a griffon, with a paper cone taped to her head. “These are my friends I was telling you about,” Wally said proudly.



“Hey guys,” Spike said, forcing a smile. “You all having fun?”



“Totally!” Filli-Second said, before making like her alterego and zipping up to the table. “Whoa, check these out, I’ve never seen a comic with a dragon before.”



“I wrote it, too,” Mina said.



Filli-Second looked up, her eyes big and round. “I have to have one!”



“Sure!” Mina said, shooting Spike a quick grin.



Spike watched her chatter with the colts and fillies for a moment, but uncertainty still sat like a weight on his mind. “What’s the point of a hero if they’re all fake?” he muttered, musing to himself.



“Mmmph mmmmph mmph mmph,” a voice said next to him.



Spike jumped.



“...Mmph.” The Dark Deceiver reached up to fiddle with his mask, clumsily pulling it off. The pony underneath was brown with greying hair and thick stubble across his muzzle. “Sorry about that. Whew, that thing is hot.”



“Uh. Yes. Hello again.”



“Hi!” The pony smiled. “What I was meaning to say was: Just because something’s not real doesn’t mean it’s not important.”



“I’m sorry…?”



“Pardon, I was eavesdropping a little bit. You’re not wrong about comics being unrealistic. But what does that have to do with anything?”



Spike scratched his chin. “I don’t understand. Why read about heroes if they don’t really exist?”



The pony nodded over to the table. Spike glanced over to see Saddle Rager and Mistress Marevelous fighting over a comic book, tugging it back and forth between them as Mina flitted around, wringing her claws.



“Stop!” Wally said, stomping a hoof. “C’mon guys, don’t you remember? Friendship is the most important superpower of all.”



The two guilty parties dropped the comic book, shuffling their hooves. After an awkward hesitation, they raised their hooves to bump against one another as Wally beamed at them. With that apparently settled, the whole group dashed off to the next set of tables, laughing and playing once again.



“See, that's the thing,” the pony said. “We don't really need heroes in order to get rid of the bad guys. We need them to show the rest of us how to be good guys.”



Spike blinked. “Huh.”



“And who knows? Maybe there are some honest-to-goodness heroes out there to look up to, too." He grinned, showing a row of bright white teeth. "It wouldn't surprise me if there was one here at this very convention.”



Spike scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “Maybe you’re right,” he muttered. "I mean, Twilight's here somewhere."



“It's not always about saving the world, my friend. Sometimes the bravest and most important thing someone can do is so small that hardly anyone even notices.”



Spike squared his shoulders, nodding. "I'll just have to keep trying, I guess. One of these days maybe I'll get a chance to be heroic too."



The big pony broke out into a rumbling laugh, and Spike felt a big hoof crash against his back, almost falling over in the wake of The Dark Deceiver’s friendly backslap.



“Whoops! Sorry there!”



“No problem,” Spike wheezed. After he took a moment to catch his breath, he noticed Mina staring at them. "Oh! While you're here, you should look at my friend's comic."



"Sounds great." The Dark Deceiver glanced over and trotted up to the table to leaf through the comics. His eyes narrowed as he flipped back and forth through the pages, but when he looked up again, a genuine smile crossed his face. “This is really good,” he told Mina. “I love your shading, and you're really taking full advantage of the black and white style for contrast purposes. Could I buy one?”



“Y-y-y-yes,” Mina said. Spike tilted his head at the glazed look on her face.



“Thank you, Miss,” the pony said. “I like your work and hope to see more from you in the future! The biz could use more young dragon writers.”



He struggled back into his helmet and trotted off. Mina didn't speak, still staring after him.



“You okay?” he said.



“Spike,” Mina croaked out. “Do you know who that was?”



Spike shrugged. “Yeah, The Dark Deceiver. C’mon, everypony knows Supermare.”



“No, not who he was dressed as. Who he was.”



“I dunno, I met him a little earlier. Couldn’t understand anything he was saying with that helmet though.”



Mina leaned over the table to grab him by the shoulders. “That was Shoesy Seagull, the writer of Supermare. He’s— he’s a living legend. And he said he liked my work!”



Spike’s mouth hung open. “Wait, really?”



“I don’t know how, but this is all thanks to you. Spike, you’re the best!”



“I— I don’t know about that, I just—”



And then Mina leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek. She let go of his shoulders and began twirling in a circle, shouting out to the people at the tables around her. “He liked my work! He liked my work!”



Spike kept staring at her, but his mind was suddenly occupied with other matters than famous comic book authors. One claw rose up to touch his face, a blush quickly spreading across it.








Several hours later, Rainbow Dash was already out like a light, snoring in her chair on the train as they made their way back towards Ponyville.



“She was paying attention the whole time,” Twilight said. “Eight straight hours of Daring Do. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her sit still in one place for that long.”



“Sounds like a good time,” Spike said, grinning.



Twilight smirked. “She’s already made me promise to get her tickets for next year. Were you okay? I still think it would have been better if I had stuck with you. I wouldn’t have minded.”



“Aw, Twilight, I was fine.”



“I know, I know. It’s just that I worry sometimes.”



Spike hopped over to give her a hug. “I know. And thank you.”



“I take it you enjoyed yourself?”



Spike sat back in his chair, tapping a claw against his chin. He thought about the lines, and the ridiculous prices for everything, and the lines, and the meaner side of the fandom, and the lines, and the cynical side of the business, and the lines. 



Then he thought about Wally and his friends and Mr. Seagull. 



Most of all, he thought about Mina.



“All things considered,” Spike said, “it was way better than I ever expected it to be.”
      

      
   
      Unexpected


      

      
      
         	Griffons were lightweights, that's what the groundbounds always said. It was a joke – a bad one. Light bones, light bodies, no fat. Lightweights. Obviously they couldn't handle their liquor. In Gilda's case it was definitely false, given she had once drunk an entire bar's worth of earth ponies under the table in a dumb competition that she couldn't even remember the prize for now. Oh she'd regretted that in the morning, but that was part of the fun.

	

	At least, it was false in her case right up to the point anything remotely narcotic was involved...

	

	Right now she could feel warmth crawling up her spine, tingling numbness spreading along the lines of her nerves like... like foaming rivers or—dammit she'd never been good at metaphors. That was the dweeb's job.

	

	But description or not, she could feel the muscles in her body starting to relax as the pills she had popped an hour earlier finally kicked in. And given she was several thousand feet up in the air, in a sky so clear that she could see all the way to infinity, that was definitely not a great thing.

	

	All the way to infinity...

	

	Gilda snorted – a very pony snort, she realised – and closed her eyes for a moment. 'Less than ten percent chance of drowsiness' her cute fuzzy ass. She was almost a zombie already. Perhaps if she ignored it... perhaps it would go away like the rest of the world.

	

	"Gilda, hey!"

	

	Gilda's whole body shook at the shock of waking. She stretched open her eyes and looked to her left and right, checking to be sure her wings were still working and that she wasn't plummeting to the ground, and then turned toward the voice.

	

	An earth pony peered at her over the side of an air taxi, hauled aloft by a pair of stoic and dull-faced pegasi. He was smiling at her. "Whadda you want, dweeb?"

	

	"Nothing, you featherbrain," the pony shot back. He grinned. "You look a bit peaky."

	

	"Just light headed." 

	

	Gilda flexed her wings to drift closer to the taxi. Normally she might have tried a loop around it or something else, but her body had slowed too much. Besides, there wasn't any need for it with him.

	

	"You sure you should be flying though? I mean you just took your first dose a little while ago."

	

	"Red, I told you then and I'm telling you now, I'm fine. It's fine." She twitched again, sending herself above and behind the taxi. Red's head turned to follow. He was still smiling but there was just a hint of something else in his eyes now.

	

	"The doctor—"

	

	"Fuck the doctors! I'm fine!"

	

	Red's mouth turned to a straight line. Oops. "Well maybe you want to come and sit by me for a while?"

	

	Gilda rolled her eyes and was about to answer the negative when her wings decided to give out. She would have liked to think it was to her credit that she didn't screech in terror as she dropped like a rock from the sky, but the in truth it was because she could only muster a horrified whimper. At least nobody could hear that.

	

	Barely had she begun to fall when the back of the taxi flashed by her. Gilda's claws shot forward, digging into the taxi's floor with a crash and the the screech of talons on polished wood. The sudden stop swung Gilda's body beneath the taxi; she flailed her useless wings, and for the briefest moment her clawed feet scrabbled at the taxi's underside until they found purchase on a crossbeam or axle or some other thing that probably served a mundane purpose, but was surely placed there by the gods to save Gilda's life that day. Surely.

	

	Grunting and breathless, Gilda thrust a claw forward on the deck and she dragged herself as far as she was able. When she looked up, Red was staring at her, blank-faced. 

	

	"Are you gonna help me or what?"

	

	"What?" Red blinked and then shook. "Oh! Right, right."

	

	Red shuffled toward her, holding out a foreleg that Gilda grasped with as much strength as she was able. One of her talons caught on the nook of Red's hock and he winced, but without the usual caterwauling you might expect from a pony... of course, he was an earther. They were way tougher than the pegasi she'd spent most of her life with. Most of them at least.

	

	Together they managed to hauled Gilda onto the taxi's deck, where she collapsed in a panting heap. Red lowered himself at her side and shook his head.

	

	Gilda grunted as she streched out her aching arms. "I swear if the next words out of your mouth are—"

	

	"I told you so," Red concluded. He grinned and poked his snout at the side of Gilda's neck, just behind her cheek. "Actually the doctor told you so. No operating heavy machinery, no flying."

	

	"And no sex," Gilda muttered.

	

	"Well," Red replied, "you are pregnant. Who knows what it would do to the foal?"

	

	"Cub."

	

	"Gilda, it's a hippogriff."

	

	Gilda turned to glare at Red. "She."

	

	"Fine, she's a hippogriff," Red said, rolling his eyes. He turned his attention to the wound on his hock, snuffling at it and even licking it, at which point Gilda had to look away lest she do something perverse. "That means she's a foal."

	

	"Then she'll be a dweeb like her dad," replied Gilda, with as much bitterness as she could put into the retort. It wasn't very much. With a resigned sigh, Gilda closed her eyes and stretched out her wings to catch the breeze over the top of their taxi. She could feel Red's warmth at her side. It was nice. "Why didn't you stop me flying?"

	

	"A poor little pony against a big, strong griffon like you? I'd be mincemeat if I trie, and this little one would be fatherless." 

	

	He poked Gilda's belly; she giggled and then glared at him for making her do it, and he just laughed and leaned against her side like he always did when she was mad. Her wing dropped over him by reflex now, and she glared at him again for knowing how to get under her feathers so easily, but that was Red Sherbet through and through. Any other pony would have been sent packing the minute he talked to her...

	

	"I love you," he said.

	

	Gilda rolled her eyes. "Dweeb."

	

	"I guess it's a step up from dork," Red sighed. "I hope you won't call me that in front of your parents, though. It'd set a bad impression."

	

	"Don't worry," Gilda replied. She craned her neck over the front of the taxi and looked toward the faint outline of her family's home aerie, just now visible on the horizon. "I won't have to."

	

	*  *  *


	

	"When you said we were going to your home aerie I thought we'd be, y'know..." Red pointed a hoof up at the towering hulk of red stone hanging over them. Gilda looked up at it, then quickly dismissed it with a flip of her wing.

	

	"Only old farts, aristos and crazy birds live in aeries like that any more," Gilda said, and nodded as if that explained everything.

	

	"Oh." Red looked around at the bustling street on which they stood. "I was hoping I could get a look at the carvings. An entire city cut into the side of a mountain sounds really cool."

	

	"That's 'cause you're a dweeb," Gilda shot back. 

	

	She looked up at the old city even so, searching for a sign of any other griffons up there. The bird in her wanted to be up there, standing on the edge of a sheer drop, at the end of a tunnel that forced you to leap before you could even spread your wings. It seemed so right.

	

	Her aunt had lived in an aerie, an real one, but small and out of the way. She wasn't rich and she wasn't old – not particularly – but she'd made up for that by being the lunatic who hadn't learned to fly until she was nearly thirty. The impression hadn't been lessened when she'd moved to Trotiers, where she'd made a career out of flinging paint at things until something a bit like a real picture appeared.

	

	Maybe all the griffons in her family were crazy, Gilda thought. It'd explain why she was taking a pony to met her parents. Or why she was still with him after a year. Or even why she'd let him get her knocked up in the first place...

	

	"Perhaps I could go and find some sort of tour," Red said as they set off down the street.

	

	That smile was back, the one that came out when his mind was racing ahead with plans that inevitably involved dragging Gilda out to experience whatever dumb, boring piece of 'culture' he'd fixated on that week. The entire previous month had been nothing but a succession of visits to concert halls all over Canterlot as he chased after the performances of some snooty grey broad performing a duet with a pegasus. Some rediscovery of ancient pegasus musical techniques, he'd said, though Gilda reckoned it was more likely he was sweet on the pegasus.

	

	She'd had weird eyes, but even Gilda had to admit the way she could use her wings had been impressive. Eight out of ten, probably would go lesbian for if sufficiently drunk.

	

	"I ain't goin' on no tour, Red," she said, once they had reached an intersection. Red turned to her with one of his pathetic pony pouts and tried to look adorable, and gods help her it actually worked. "Hey, hey don't pull that on me again, you jerk! That's how I ended up like this."

	

	"Speaking of which, you should probably take your next dose," said Red, glancing along the street. He nodded toward a nearby coffee shop. "Come on, I'll buy you something to help it go down."

	

	"Yeah, you said that as well," she groused.

	

	They crossed the street together, though she resisted the temptation to put her wing across his back until they were almost at the coffee shop's wide double door.

	

	It was a simple place, about as griffon as a building could get without being carved from a rock and lined with skins. A few trophies lined what were otherwise bare walls and a couple of potted plants sat just inside the door, next to a trough of grass that Red eyed with confused curiosity until Gilda explained it was for the digestion. He nodded, but didn't seem entirely convinced.

	

	"You'd think you'd never owned a cat," Gilda muttered as they moved toward a booth.

	

	"I didn't. Cats are evil."

	

	"Never heard you complaining," Gilda shot back. She whipped her tail at Red's behind, drawing a small, shocked squeak from him.

	

	He shuffled into the booth, onto a couch that was just a little too big for him, and dropped his bags on the table."You're only proving my point."

	

	Gilda paused in sliding into the booth to glare at Red again. He was giving her those eyes. She huffed and fell against the bench seat, then put her head in her claws. "Make mine black and deadly. Anything that'll stop these damn pills sending me to sleep again."

	

	"Sure," Red said, without moving. After a moment he reached across the little table between them and rouched Gilda's elbow. "It'll be—"

	

	"It'll be black and deadly and in my claws in five minutes or you and me are sleepin' in different beds tonight."

	

	"The doctor warned me about mood swings as well," Red murmured. He pulled a bottle from his bags and set it in front of Gilda. "I'll be back in a moment. Try not to murder anyone."

	

	"They ain't mood swings," she growled. But only after he was out of earshot—

	

	"I heard that!"

	

	—almost out of earshot. Gilda clenched her beak and picked up the little glass pill bottle. It rattled, but just barely, as it was still nearly full. How long she'd have to take these things for... she upended it and spilled a pair of little round, yellow chalky balls onto the table, then stared at them for a good long while.

	

	The sand-coated floor swished under the approaching steps of another. Gilda held out a claw in the general direction of the sound. "That better be blacker than sin, you dwe—"

	

	She looked up. It wasn't Red. It wasn't a pony either. An old, silver-feathered griffon stared at her over tiny steel-rimmed glasses that were just barely perched on the crown of a narrow and very familiar beak.

	

	"Hello Gilda!"

	

	"Mom? What—what are you doing here?"

	

	"Drinking coffee, like I do every week," the old hen said as she slid into the booth opposite Gilda. She pushed Red's bags aside and dropped a huge, chipped mug on the table, spilling a little puddle of creamy coffee that she either didn't notice or didn't care about. "Did I not tell you in my letters? Must have slipped my mind I suppose. I was going to bring you and your pegasus friend down here for a treat once you were settled in, but I see you've found it by yourself already!"

	

	"Yeah, I—I mean—what?"

	

	"Of course no daughter of mine would be able to resist the lures of a place like this! Why it's simply wonderful! Best coffee in town I always said. I was sure I mentioned it to you in my letters..." 

	

	And that was Gilda's mother to a tee. No detail was too large and too obvious for Bernice Frueh to overlook. Details were for other people.

	

	Bernice took a gulp of her coffee and sighed. "Never mind though, where is that little pegasus friend of yours? I remember meeting her when you went to that Equestrian flight school. Such a bundle of energy!"

	

	"You mean Rainbow Dash?"

	

	Bernice nodded. "Of course, dear. I admit I was a little surprised when you told us you were dating a pony, but I can hardly blame you in her case. She's quite the looker."

	

	"Mom..." Gilda pinched the bridge of her beak and closed her eyes. "I'm not dating Rainbow Dash. I don't even know why you'd think that, you know I'm not into hens! Or mares!"

	

	"Oh." Bernice sipped at her coffee, this time more carefully than before. "Well I just assumed, when you said you were dating a pony..."

	

	"I told you his name," Gilda shot back. Bernice tipped her head to one side and raised an eyebrow. How could she be so obtuse? Was she doing it on purpose? Gilda pressed her claws to her temples. "Red Sherbet. He's called Red Sherbet."

	

	"Huh. Are you sure he's not a she? They all look very alike, these ponies."

	

	"Pretty sure!"

	

	"But are you sure?"

	

	"Mom—" Gilda pushed her claws down on the table. She could feel her wings flaring and had to force them back to her sides as well. Threat displays and coffee shops didn't mix the best of times. "Mom, I think I would have noticed something like that!"

	

	"I don't know, Gilda, I've heard stories—"

	

	"Ponies don't work that way! They can't make cubs or foals or whatever appear out of thin air just by winking at each other. He's male, I've been pretty close to him. We had sex! Good sex!" Gilda paused to run a claw through her crest. It was getting unruly again. Maybe she should have it plucked. "I can't believe I'm even having this conversation."

	

	"I can," said Red as he wandered toward the table. Two steaming cups sat on a tray carefully balanced across his back. He slowed as he reached the pair and smiled at Gilda, before turning to slide the tray onto the table... somehow. She'd never really figured out how they did it even after so long. They were good with their mouths... Gilda stomped on that thought before it could progress too far.

	

	Red smiled again at Gilda before turning to Bernice and giving a very formal bow. "You must be Ms Frueh. I'm very pleased to meet you."

	

	Bernice sipped her coffee slowly and tipped her head again to one side, and then the other. "He's certainly very red," she murmured, and then leaned forward to peer at him. "To be frank, young man, you aren't what I was expecting at all."

	

	"I know I can't be a griffon—"

	

	"No wings! I was so sure you'd be dating a pegasus, Gilda. If you have to date a pony they might as well be able to fly."

	

	Gilda and Red shared a sideways glance and then a mutual roll of their eyes, which would have set them laughing at any other time.

	

	"No, this really isn't what I expected at all," Bernice said. Her voice sounded a little faint, as if she'd just learned the world was upside down and back to front. "It's probably your father's fault. his side of the family have always been the strange ones." She paused for a moment, then held up a talon. "Like your Aunty Roslindis! Didn't fly until she was nearly thirty and then shacked up with a hippogriff! At least they can fly, unlike..."

	

	Bernice waved her claw uncertainly in Red's direction. To his credit took it better than Gilda would have had the positions been reversed.

	

	"You've got it all wrong, mom. He's easier to catch," Gilda said, with a grin. She ruffled Red's mane. "Besides, pegasi are useless in the sack."

	

	"Natural sprinters," Red put in. 

	

	"I wouldn't know about that," Bernice sniffed.

	

	While Bernice was distracted by that thought, Red shuffled onto the seat beside Gilda and pulled his drink close. Gilda mirrored the act, making sure to toss back her pills before she took a gulp of her coffee. It was like swallowing bitter ashes mixed with burning pitch.

	

	She sighed. A perfect blend.

	

	With her caffeine craving satisfied for the moment, Gilda let her wing wrap around Red's shoulders and pulled him close to her side. So what if her mother couldn't wrap her dumb little brain around the idea? Let her be confused. It was normal for her.

	

	"I suppose I should be grateful that's all the surprises I'll have today," said Bernice quietly. She stared into her drink. In the background a bell rang as someone pushed through the coffee shop's doors. "Unless you're going to tell me you're pregnant."

	

	At Gilda's side, Red stiffened noticeable and coughed into his hoof, and Gilda couldn't help but put a claw to her face. "Yeah, about that..."

	

	With a long, loud sigh, Bernice sagged against the back of her seat.

	

	"That explains the pills," she muttered, setting her coffee down. "I'm going to be grandmother to a hippogriff cub.

	

	"Foal," said Gilda and Red together. The glanced at one another and tried not to laugh, while Bernice could only stare at the two of them with a look that verged on existential horror.

	

	"Why can't anyone in this family be normal?"

	

	"Who cares about normal," said another voice. Gilda turned to see her father striding toward the table, balanced precariously on his hind legs while he carried a muffin in one claw and a cup of what was probably some weird herbal tea in the other. He flopped down at Bernice's side and grinned at Gilda. "Hey kiddo, didn't think I'd see you around here again!"

	

	He paused to look at Red and frowned.

	

	"Who's the dweeb?"

	

	Gilda put her head back in her claws and let out a quiet moan. It was going to be a long week.
      

      
   
      Lost in Green


      

      
      
         "Soarin! Hey, Soarin!"

 

"Up here!" I lowered the oil pot and spread my wings wide, rustling my feathers to soak up the brilliant noonday sun.

 

"Where are— Oh." Spitfire stepped into my room, peering around until she saw me on the balcony. "What are you doing?" She trotted over, her gaze skating curiously across my glistening wings before finally meeting my eyes.

 

"Preening." I looked away, past the vibrant green lawns, down to the broad white beach, out over the aquamarine sea to where distant waves curled over the lagoon breakwater, an arc of chaos in the peaceful vista.

 

"You're practically dripping." She wrinkled her nose, leaning in. "What is this stuff?"

 

"Coconut oil. I got it from an islander." I spun the jar, revealing the label. "To keep salt out of my wings."

 

"Oh, huh." She paused, shifting uncomfortably. "Well, we're about to leave for the beach party, so…"

 

I glanced back briefly, taking in the bright towel draped over her back, the thick, dark lenses shading her eyes.

 

"Did you know they find pearls around here?" I turned back, waving to the distant view. "I was planning to go diving."

 

"Hey now, don't be like that." She touched my shoulder, coming around to look me in the face. "Fleetfoot worked hard putting this together. Won't you spend some time with the—"

 

"Team?" I cut her off, a wry smirk curling my lips. "Yeah, that would be nice." I layered as much derision into the phrase as I dared, and almost winced when her face crumpled. I pulled away, rising and readying for flight.

 

"Soarin, please."

 

I paused, looking back at the real hurt in her voice.

 

"We need to plan for the Games," she continued, drawing a steadying breath. "Won't you at least sit with us?"

 

"You sidelined me at your convenience," I spat. "You lied to me, lied to Rainbow. I don't even—" I clenched my jaw, swallowing the bitter remainder. After a long moment, I  sighed. "I… I accepted your apology, and so did Rainbow. But my head is still messed up. I'm going diving, but I'll be at the beach later, okay?"

 

She nodded once, unsteadily, and I lurched into the air in hopes the warm breeze would ease my frustration.

 

I stumbled out past the breakwater, ignoring the smooth surface of the lagoon for more adventurous depths. Emotion slowly faded as I staggered in swoops and stalls, fighting the humid air and weight of oil in my wings.

 

Team. I rolled the word around in my mind, trying to re-connect it to the ponies I flew with. They regretted their actions, and I understood that, but a seed of doubt still lay in my mind. After the qualifiers concluded, I'd wondered why I'd so easily accepted the benching, what exactly I now saw in their eyes.

 

I hovered for a long moment, surveying the half-visible ocean bed. The water was clear and bright, only distorted by wave-crinkles. I randomly picked a spot, drew a few deep breaths, lowered my goggles and dove.

 

A moment of freefall, a blast of pressure, and silence.

 

I steadied myself when I stopped, spreading my wings. I hung in cool green silence for several seconds, watching the swarm of bubbles race upwards, wondering at this alien landscape.

 

Forests of spiky coral, studded with brilliant fronds and attended by swarms of jewel-like fish, carpeted the sea-floor. Strange creatures nestled in nooks and crannies, sea urchins in clusters of spines, sponges in  every hue, seaweeds of wonderful variety. I essayed a few long strokes, carefully working my wings, exploring this exotic wonderland.

 

My lungs soon started to tickle. I leaned upwards, breaking for the surface. Swimming was different from flying despite my powerful wings. I broke the surface with crash and vaulted into the air.

 

"Haaaa! Hahaha!" I laughed in exultation as my frustration was finally washed away. I circled, looking down. This was new. This was wild. This was interesting. A grin grew on my face as I surveyed, searching for another likely plunge.

 




 

I listened to the crashing waves, resting and reveling in the heat of the sun. The warm stone beneath me was a pillar surrounded by sea, standing off a jutting point. I'd explored and played for hours, diving again and again, marveling at what I found underwater. There was a peace beneath the waves, a calm, unchanging, flowing moment of now revealed in silence and calm movement.

 

But perhaps I should head back.

 

I considered the other Wonderbolts, imagined the group on the beach. The resort wasn't far. Finding them would take mere moments. Of course they would welcome me. Just like before.

 

Maybe one more dive.

 

I leisurely stood, examining my wings. The oil was wearing thin, but should still protect against waterlogging. I lifted off, enjoying the pleasant glow of exercise as I swept out to sea, gliding low to skim my hooves in the water. I grinned at the rippling trails. I soared high, pulling a crisp roll to scan the seafloor as I searched for another new vista. A strange shape, further out than I'd been before, caught my eye.

 

"Is that…"

 

I drifted closer, wondering. I hovered low, peering through my shadow at the half-visible shape.

 

"A ship!"

 

I pondered it while flying low circles. It lay keeled over, half buried, easily a hundred feet bow to stern, with three masts. I wondered what it was named, curious about the ponies who'd been aboard, what disaster had left such a relic.

 

Maybe they'd left clues?

 

I could check!

 

I lowered my goggles and climbed hard, nearly vertical, looping into a power-dive. I'd learned some tricks this afternoon, discovering how to dive deeper and stay under longer. I reached one hoof forwards as I neared the surface, plugging my nose with the other and blowing like we did for suicide climbs. I slipped through with folded wings, ears popping again and again as I sunk five, fifteen, forty feet, bubbles peeling away as I shed speed underwater. Cool water caressed me as I stopped, flapping slowly in the inverted hover I'd learned.

 

The sun threw down luminous rays, lighting the wreck in otherworldly glory. My curiosity bubbled, and I swam closer with careful flaps. The keel had an obvious hole, shattered planks obscured by muck and trailing weeds, the beautiful desolation patterned by skating ripples of light from the surface above.

 

I circled slowly, wondering. I headed for the transom, searching for this lost traveler's name, half-noticing the rear windows were gone. I brushed a hoof across the obscured words, disturbing dirt and life, revealing a few letters.

 

ocha… Bell…

 

I looked upwards, pondering entry through the broken panes. I was learning to hold my breath, but being trapped was a worrying thought. I moved up slightly, peering at the gloom within. I didn't have a light, and—

 

Teeth!

 

I jerked backwards as something writhed inside, glimpsing a huge eye and gaping maw. It jerked and I spun, panicking and nearly losing my breath. I tried to soar, reaching in shock for better-trained instincts, but barely cleared the deck before a huge nose emerged. I swam for the surface with all my might, but something grabbed me and yanked sideways.

 

I nearly panicked again, fighting for freedom, but stopped at a glimpse of the hoof gripping my shoulder.

 

The hoof was connected to a leg, which was connected to a barrel, which was connected to a fin.



I was suddenly moving fast.

 

I furled my wings, stretching forwards, looking back as the ship quickly diminished. A cloud of dust slowly rose around it, obscuring whatever had surprised me. It was still in sight as we slowed, near a whorled crystalline structure of impressive size, my savior towing me down towards a narrow circular entrance. I was scared for a moment, but relaxed when I saw the glassy ripple of air inside.

 

We broke the surface at speed, tumbling through dim spaces until I fetched up uncomfortably against a smooth, cool wall.

 

"Ow."

 

"Oh, sorry!"

 

I carefully righted myself, looking curiously around the strange room and inspecting my savior.

 

I saw a mare, colored like wet tigerseye, bright brown with iridescent yellow highlights. Long, elegant fins wrapped her neck and hooves, miming an elaborate dress with loose sleeves. A delicate, broad tail swept from her waist, ending in a spectacular fluke with intricate scallops. Bright green eyes shone with curiosity, while threads of water beaded on her fine coat and brilliant scales.

 

"I didn't mean to launch you." She pushed a frill out of her face.

 

"Uh…" I stared wonderstruck. "Are you a mermare?"

 

"Seapony," she corrected easily. "I'm Jejune! I didn't mean to scare you, but that sea-serpent came rushing out and it seemed you could use a hoof."

 

"Thanks." I stood and shook myself off. The room was organically curved, formed from a translucent nacre which let in dim blue light. I could make out the ocean's surface through the ceiling. A shallow pool shimmered at one end, with strange plants and crystals arranged lovingly nearby.

 

"This is my house!" Jejune folded her tail gracefully under herself and scooted closer. "It's a oneironautilus shell. Do you like it?" She smiled expectantly

 

"It's pretty." I settled back, wondering if I should breathe carefully. There wasn't much room for air, but she didn't seem worried.

 

"I made it myself. Well, I found the shell." She trailed off, staring curiously at my wings. One of her hooves started to move, but she pulled it back.

 

"Oh, sorry." I shook my head, trying to re-orient myself. "I'm Soarin." I held out a hoof, which she shook hesitantly. "Thank you very much for helping me."

 

"Are you a skypony?" she blurted, immediately looking abashed.

 

"Pegasus, actually." I grinned, trying to alleviate her embarrassment. "Don't see many of us around here?"

 

"Oh, a few." She traced small circles on the floor, looking down. "They dive for black pearls in the north bay. I've never talked to a flying pony, though I've heard all about you. Do you really watch the skies, herd the thunderstorms and corral the winds?"

 

"When it's necessary." I pointed to my cutie mark. "I'm good at lightning, myself. I'm one of the Wonderbolts, who—"

 

"Really?" Her eyes lit with bright enthusiasm. "Do you do tricks?"

 

"Yeah, although right now my team—"

 

"Are you really the fastest and best fliers in the whole world?"

 

"Maybe, but—"

 

"Do you fight evil, championing justice and right all across Equestria?"

 

"I don't know if—"

 

"You've got to help me save Wavy!"

 

"Uh?" I paused as she seized my shoulders and leaned in, enthusiasm changing to excited hope.

 

"He swam to the wreck yesterday but hasn't come back. I can't outswim that sea-serpent, but you can fly, so with your help we can rescue him!"

 

"Who's Wavy?" I asked cautiously.

 

"He's my pet snake." She looked down, worry creasing her brow. "He's about thiiiiis long," she waved one hoof, "with blue and black stripes, and he's really friendly! I hope he's not in trouble." She looked back up, and I mused for a long moment. She wanted me to say yes, I could tell. But I couldn't muster any confidence, not in half-learned swimming and barely practiced diving.

 

"Oh, please!" She clasped her hooves over her heart, begging with huge, liquid eyes. "I know you can do it! You've just need to get the sea-serpent's attention! Then you can head for the surface, get out of the water and fly away. It can't follow there, and you're really fast, I just know it! I can swim in and rescue Wavy while it's gone!"

 

"Hmmm…" I pondered that, trying to keep my uncertainty from showing. I couldn't look away from her face. Her emerald eyes drew me back each time. I saw surety there, belief in me and my trappings, even if we'd just met.

 

It was a nice feeling, having somepony rely on you, believe in you.

 

"Well…" I drew in a deep breath, considering. I'd risked my life on dumber stunts. It came with the job. "Okay."

 

"Eeeeee!" She pulled me in for a warm, damp hug. "Thank you thank you!"

 

"But we need to practice, at least a few times. Your plan might work, but I have no idea how fast that serpent is or if I can swim fast enough."

 

"Okay!" She turned back to the entrance. "Come on!"

 




 

"What'd you think? Would I make it?" I hovered just over the water, watching her bob in each passing swell.

 

"Yup!" She cheered and waved. "You'll be half-way up before it's out of the ship!"

 

"Okay, then." I fluttered down into the water and held out a hoof. My ears ached from pressure, but that wouldn't kill me. "Let's do this."

 

She seized my foreleg and dove. We surged down, down, fast and smooth as the current. The seabed leaped into focus, the ship growing quickly near. She slowed and paused at the bow, before turning to me. I spread my wings and flapped forward, curling under the belly of the ship, tracing its torn lines until I reached the stern. I rose to the empty window-frame and tapped once.

 

The seawater around me skirled as the leviathan inside stirred. A gleam of foxfire eyes convinced me I had its attention, a half-felt rustle galvanized me to action. I leaned back, sweeping wide and hard as I climbed.

 

I heard a muffled whoosh behind as I ascended. The surface, limned with shattered reflections, grew with agonizing slowness. I felt the pressure in my ears ease as I gained height. I glanced back for an instant, gaining an impression of teeth and purple ferocity. I swam harder.

 

The seconds stretched as I strove, the familiar pound of adrenaline dragging fear into timeless fragments. Now I rode it, channeling the high into more power, more speed, reaching up for wind and freedom and safety.

 

I broke the surface with a gasp, yanking in deep breaths of warm air as I leaped skywards, chains of water falling away as I re-entered more familiar fluid. A second splash sounded behind me, entirely too close. I looked back and it was still coming!

 

I accelerated, my contrail forming as I fell into proper style, darting upwards as only daily conditioning and natural talent could allow. I realized I was high enough when my ears popped.

 

"Hello!"

 

I jerked, nearly stalling at the lilting voice, but caught myself despite still-damp wings. I shook fiercely, shedding weight and blessing the oil coating which easily rolled away the last drops.

 

"Hello? The pegasus up there!"

 

I looked down, astonished to find the sea-serpent stretching far, far above the waves. He was much taller than I'd guessed.

 

"Yes?" I called hesitantly, spiraling downwards. I dropped to where I could see him, but still felt safe from lunges and leaps. "Um, hello." A dissonance hit me, the absurdity of the situation. I'd just been fleeing for my life. Hadn't I?

 

"Oh, thank you for listening!" The serpent ran a hand through his flowing orange mane. "I'm so far from home and I've been absolutely dying to ask somepony what's worth seeing, but everypony seems so skittish here! I'm visiting my son and I've been absolutely desperate to take him someplace nice, but—"

 

"Hold up." I swooped a little closer, inspecting his friendly grin and earnest eyes. "I think there may have been a slight misunderstanding."

 




 

"…and the underwater caverns are simply amazing!" Jejune waved her hooves, indicating extreme amazement.

 

"Oh, that sounds fabulous!" The sea-serpent, who I now knew as Steven Magnet, grinned widely. "Perhaps we could visit after lunch at the resort!"

 

"Mmmm, mmMm!" The smaller sea-serpent squeaked in response, crawling out of his tide-pool to swarm up Jejune's tail and tangle in her frills. She giggled and nodded, petting him affectionately.

 

"That does sound nice," I agreed, mentally noting another place for tomorrow's explorations. We were on the beach, on the damp sand just below the palm trees where all four of us could sit and talk comfortably. I glanced at the sun, near the horizon. "And it's been great getting to know you three. But I really should be going. My… companions will be expecting me."

 

"Oh!" Jejune turned and bowed slightly. "Thank you so much for your help, Soarin. And, um." She paused, tapping a hoof nervously. "I'm sorry for asking something so reckless." She glanced at Steven. "I shouldn't have pushed you."

 

"No, it's fine." I grinned back. "It might seem silly now, but you were serious then. Besides." I threw one wing around her in a half-hug. "It was nice to have somepony ask for my help. Made me feel useful, you know?" My grin went a little wry, at that.

 

"Oh-ho." Steven lowered his head, peering directly into my eyes. "Something bothering you, my friend?"

 

"A little," I admitted.

 

"Tell us?" Jejune gave me a wide-eyed stare.

 

"Well… alright." I drew in a deep breath, and I did.

 

The whole story spilled out, in bits and pieces and careful questions, how I'd been on the relay team for the qualifiers but my teammates had pushed me aside in favor of a faster mare. How they'd apologized afterwards, but I still couldn't quite face them.

 

"So… so… I don't even know." I sighed, feeling the familiar frustration well up. "They sincerely apologized, but when I see them I can't help think—"

 

"Maybe they were right the first time." Steven nodded slowly.

 

"Exactly." I ground a hoof into the sand.

 

"Hmm…" He carefully smoothed his elaborate mustache. "But they were, weren't they? Rainbow is faster than you."

 

"Yeah." I looked down.

 

"So let them be right the second time, too." Jejune ruffled my feathers, tickling a chuckle out of me. "They still think you're a wonderful flier. So what if they don't expect you to be as fast as another pony? I never expected you to swim faster than me." She looked up at me, smiling. "I just expected you to be as fast as you could be. And you were."

 

"Thanks." I smiled back, enjoying the scent of her, wild salt and ocean breeze. A little of my helpless annoyance faded. "And, well, I know that. I tell myself every time I see them. Hearing it from you is nice, though."

 

"Just be careful how much you weight another's approval," Steven added. "Jejune's entreaty might have motivated you, but that speed was all yours." He ran a hand through his mane. "I love it when others notice my fabulous style, but I look my best because I love it, and I think you're similar." He tapped me gently on the chest. "Don't let dislike or approval hold you back. You'll be happiest knowing yourself, and that only happens from the inside out."

 

"Yeah…" I gazed out to sea, reflecting, recalling when I'd flown for the simple joy of it, soared for the thrill and dove for the speed. "Yeah, I think you're right." New resolve firmed in my chest as half-felt knots of anger finally uncurled. My my stubborn mindset, finally broken up by the events of the day, floated away on the warm jasmine-scented breeze. I spread my wings and crouched, ready to fly. "Thanks, both of you, for reminding me. I'll think on this, but I really should be going."

 

"Just a minute!" Jejune waved a hoof. "I've got something for you!" She turned and dove lithely into the shallows, flashing away. I glanced up at Steven, who shrugged. I folded my wings and sat back down.

 

I wouldn't mind a few more moments.

 




 

"Hey, Soarin!"

 

I glanced over, goggles riding high on my face as I skimmed towards the beach, targeting the lights and delicious scents of what could only be a cookout. Bright voices laughed and called in the twilight, and familiar coats flashed between the palms.

 

"Hey, Fleetfoot." I waved as she slipped up beside me, buzzing wings driving a surfboard through the waves fast enough to leave a foaming wake. She slowed as she neared, swerving liquidly and spraying me with seafoam.

 

"How are you?" She grinned broadly, but I saw that thing I couldn't quite name flash in her eyes again. Now, though, it looked more like worry than disgust.

 

"I'm okay." I smiled back, pushing self-doubt and second-guessing aside. What did it matter what I saw? They were my friends, and if I trusted them, they would return that. "Actually, I'm doing pretty good. You'll never believe the day I had."

 

"Sweet!" Her grin widened a touch, filled out by a hint of the fierce challenge my team loved to pass around. "Did you find pearls? Sunken treasure?"

 

"Maybe." I grinned back, thinking of the chain of cunningly-carved silver coral cinched around my fetlock, adorned with a deep blue pearl. Jejune had called it an abalone tear. "Could be I did." I laughed, feeling a kiss warm on my cheek. I ratcheted up my speed, leaving Fleetfoot behind as I headed to the party.

 

Perhaps I had, indeed.
      

      
   
      Useless


      

      
      
         Derpy flew north-south over Ponyville, crosswise to the sun, just feeling the satisfying steady work of flapping, the wind tickling her face, the sun blanketing her back, and the pressure of the big cardboard box strapped snuggly-tight against her back.



The box had three big bold words on it: “TO”, “FROM”, and “FRAGILE”. “FRAGILE” was exciting, because it meant that it would take all her care and skill as a mailmare to deliver it safely. Underneath the “TO” there was a name, and that was more exciting: Sketchy Gallery, the owner of that artsy place on Mane Street that maybe Derpy would be allowed inside of again if she delivered this package safely. But the name underneath the “FROM” was the most exciting of all: The Dream Factory, in Hoofington. Derpy imagined a great square building squatting at the end of the Hoofington skyline like a giant package waiting to be delivered.



… the inside was one vast cavernous space, dark. Derpy heard air hiss from the center of the room, and a warm breeze stirred her mane, bringing the fresh scent of muffins baking at dawn. A soft white light slowly woke in lanterns hung around the outer walls, until she could see a great silver machine in the very center, blowing out one giant fragile dream-bubble. The light reflected off it made a rainbow of twelve different colors. “AAAH!” somepony near shouted...



Derpy snapped her eyes open.



“Watch where you’re going!” a frost-haired pegasus called from behind her.



“Sorry!” Derpy called over her shoulder. She flapped harder to regain some altitude. The buildings were taller here near the center of Ponyville. She rubbed her left shoulder and winced. She really had to remember that.



She wondered what kind of dreams Sketchy had, that she had to send away to Hoofington for them. Derpy thought a lot about dreams, and in dreams. And now she was going to bring Sketchy her dream! Maybe then Sketchy would be happy, and her lip wouldn’t always curl down like an inchworm that had been poked when she didn’t think ponies were looking.



Maybe Sketchy would be so excited to get her dream that she’d forget all about last time. “Carry it in for me, would you?” she’d say. … Derpy followed her into the gallery. The walls were covered with sketches and paintings that shimmered and shifted through twelve different colors each as she walked by, of ponies and flowers and fields and one of a giant muffin twice Derpy’s size. But Sketchy ignored them all. “Set him down here,” she said, pointing at an empty spot roped off in the very center of the gallery, her eyes gleaming.



Derpy set the FRAGILE package down so gently that the worm inching along its upper edge didn’t even flinch. “Allow me,” she said, and made two expert flicks of her wrist to slice the packing tape with the edge of her steel shoe.



Before Sketchy could even step forward to open the box, the flaps pushed up and out of their own accord, and a fluffy muffin-colored colt pushed his head out of the box. His eyes darted instantly to Sketchy. “Mommy!” he said.



Sketchy ran forward with a whinny. “My little colt!” she said, and threw her forelegs around him.



“Fine-looking colt!” somepony in the crowd ringing round them said.



“He has your eyes!” said another.



Sketchy looked back at Derpy, her eyes brimming with gratitude. “I’ll name him Ditzy, after you!”



Derpy blushed. “My name’s not really Ditzy. It’s—



“Derpy!” Luna shouted from the crowd. “WAKE UP!”



Derpy shook her head. Up ahead, the big clock on Town Hall was zooming right at her!



She threw both wings up toward it and braked hard. The package slipped loose from between her withers somehow, slid up her back, and knocked her in the back of the head. She saw it fly through the air in front of her, bounce off the side of Town Hall, and land in the street below.



“Oh, no!” Derpy gasped, dropping down to land beside it. “Are you okay?” Ponies standing in the street stared, but she didn’t care. She hugged it to her chest and swung back and forth. “I’m so sorry!”



The package rattled in an un-coltish way. Probably it was not a colt at all.



She strapped it carefully onto her back. It was easy to see how it had come loose: the box wasn’t rigid, but bent and a little crushed. That must have let it slip under the wrappings. She made them tighter this time, then took off hoofing it for the gallery.



Maybe somepony had given the colt a rattle, to play with during his journey. Derpy hoped they did that, if they delivered foals in packages. Otherwise he’d probably be terrified by now. She trotted faster.



Sketchy met her at the door with a little frown, which turned into a big frown when Derpy gave her the package.



“It’s from the Dream Factory!” Derpy said.



“Yes,” Sketchy said, turning it over slowly.



“Don’tcha want to see what’s in it?” Derpy said after a few seconds.



“Yes,” she said. “Wait here.” She disappeared into the gallery, shutting the door behind her.



Her voice had sounded more angry than excited. Maybe she realized her dream wasn’t the right dream. Sometimes that happened.



But then what would happen to the colt?



… “And stay out!” Sketchy said, shoving the little colt out the door and slamming it behind him. He sat and stared up at the brass knocker with wide eyes, and began to shiver.



“Aw, don’t worry, little fella!” Derpy said. She crouched behind him, and wrapped one wing around him. “I’ve got room in my house. Dinky will have somepony to play with, and on Hearts and Hooves Day I’ll take you both into town for ice cream and muffins!”



“Completely unacceptable!” the colt shouted back, his lips twisting in anger. He had already grown a lot taller, almost to the full height of a mare...



Derpy blinked.



Sketchy thrust the now-opened package back at her. “I expect a full reimbursement from the post office!” she said.



Derpy peered down inside the package. The thing inside was definitely… wood. Several pieces of wood, which might make a model of a house or a, well, like one of those tall things she could see through the gallery window. If you put them together right.



The door slammed, and she looked up. Sketchy was gone.



Derpy sighed. She’d been through many re-imbursements, but never an imbursement. It seemed unfair. She strapped the package to her back again and took off, flying back north toward the post office.



It was only broken into two or three pieces. Making one just as good out of two or three big pieces had to be easier than making a new one out of a whole bunch of little pieces. And wood was nice to work with. It was soft to touch, and light, and smelled like wood. It was always a little hard to connect different bits of wood together. If only somepony could invent some kind of glue that would hold things together really well.



… Derpy leaned over her workbench, peering intently at the three pieces of wood in front of her. One was clamped to the edge of the work bench, and the other two lay beside it.



She pulled the trigger on her glue gun. A sweet-smelling light-brown smoke streamed up from its tip. She quickly applied it to twelve different spots on the wood, then deftly spun them around, her hooves moving in a blur. When she stood back, the wood was joined together seamlessly.



“I can’t believe it!” Twilight Sparkle said, looking over Derpy’s shoulder. “It’s as good as new! No; it’s better than new! It’s a work of art and a model of a house!”



“The secret is in the glue!” Derpy said. “It’s made from boiled muffins!”



Twilight stepped in front of her to get a better look, and Derpy realized that Twilight was taller, and darker, and Luna. “Look out, Derpy!” she shouted. But it was too late; Derpy had ran forward and smashed right into Luna’s chest, knocking them both down.



Derpy leapt to her feet. She put her forelegs on Luna’s shoulders to look at her, but Luna was still a blur to her. “Sorry, I’m so sorry! Are you okay, Miss Princess Luna?”



Then she drew back, remembering that she wasn’t supposed to hug princesses, and was probably “violating personal space.” Perhaps sensing this, Luna folded one wing over Derpy’s back, and touched her mane lightly with a hoof.



“We commend thy concern for us,” she said. “Would that thou caredst as much for the ponies whose need for our attention is not of their own making. We love thee, Derpy, but bind us not to thee with thy carelessness.”



“What?”



Luna wrinkled her muzzle in thought for a moment, then said, “Save thy dreams for the night, Derpy, or for someplace where thy body will do no harm as thy soul journeys. We cannot always keep one eye on thee, and another on all Equestria besides.”



As Derpy’s vision cleared, Luna’s voice faded, leaving a metallic echo, and she became much taller, and colder, and harder, and a lamppost. Two earth ponies standing outside the feed store were staring at Derpy. They looked away when she looked back at them.



She let go of the lamppost and sat down on the stump behind her to rest and think. It snapped like a breaking twig and collapsed. As she hit the ground she realized the package had somehow worked its way loose again and fallen underneath her and she was sitting on it.



It had burst when she sat on it, and was entirely flat now. Twiglike bits of dark-stained wood lay on the ground all around it. She shook the package hopefully. It sounded like some pieces of wood were still in there.



She sighed. This was going to be a very full reimbursement.



When she arrived at the post office, she began filling out the reimbursement paperwork quickly. If she could somehow get the paperwork onto Box Jumper’s desk without him noticing…



“You got another reimbursement, Derpy?” Box Jumper asked in a tired voice from the doorway behind her.



“Yessir, that’s right,” she said, spinning around and shifting to put her body between him and the box.



“Mm-hmm,” he said, reaching out for it. She gave him the form and backed away. He glanced over it.



“Lot of digits here in the value column. That the package behind you?” he asked without looking up.



She sidled out of the way, and he walked up to the table and prodded the flattened remains of the package with one hoof. He didn’t even have to grab one of the box-cutters hanging from the wall; the box was so torn that he just lifted it up by one corner and shook it. Five small wooden dowels spilled out onto the table.



“Hardly seems worth all that now, does it?” he said.



“There was… more.”



“Yeah.” He pointed to the box’s top panel. “What’s this say, Derpy?”



“FRAGILE,” Derpy read.



“What’s ‘fragile’ mean?”



“To be delivered by somepony who isn’t Derpy,” she recited, looking down at her hooves.



He was still staring at her when she looked back up. Not saying anything, just waiting.



Derpy dragged one hoof across the floor. “I thought…”





Box Jumper held up one hoof. “You thought. No. No, Derpy, I don’t think that word means what you think it means. I just don’t know what goes on in your head.”



“Thoughts,” Derpy said. “I have thoughts.”



“Well, quit it. This work don’t require thought.”



“But,” she said, “but…”



“I hate that word. Now I’m gonna sign this form and take it down to accounting, and they’re gonna yell at me, and I’m gonna come back here and yell at you, so try to be gone by the time I do, okay?”



Derpy nodded.



“Okay,” he said, and left with the form.



“... but it’s what I do,” Derpy finished after he’d left.



In the locker room, she sighed, shrugged off the package wraps, and grabbed her saddlebags. She went to pick up a load of envelopes from the local outgoing box. Just focus on the work. Don’t think. She narrowed her eyes in steely determination. She was a postal service employee, trained to deliver the mail, come rain, sleet, or dark of night...



… “Forget it, Derpy,” Box Jumper said. “Nopony can get the mail through to Appleloosa, not since the Everfree went crazy. It’s just mail. It isn’t worth your life.”



Derpy jammed her field-issue cap tightly onto her head and stared out into the dark and stormy night. “Mail is life, Box Jumper,” she said. “The links between one pony and another are all that hold Equestria together, and the only link between here and Appleloosa is the Equestrian Postal Service.” She reached grimly for the wooden box, marked URGENT in bold red letters.



“Wait, Derpy,” Box Jumper said. “There’s something I have to tell you.”



“The mail waits for no mare,” she said.



“Please, wait!” He placed a hoof on her shoulder.



“I can’t. The muffins will get cold.”



“WAIT,” she said in Derpy’s ear.



Derpy turned. She set the box of muffins down slowly on the floor. “Luna?”



Luna used her wing to indicate a spot on the floor beside her. Derpy came over and sat down.



“Our little pony,” she said, and leaned over to nuzzle Derpy’s shoulder.



Derpy looked down at the floor.



“It is a rare pony who can visit our domain at will, Derpy. Thy talent is marvelous. It is because it is a marvel that it hath power to harm.”



“I know,” Derpy said. “I have to do my job.”



“Good.” Luna waited. “But?”



Derpy stared sullenly at the ground, then looked back at her flank.



“Ah,” Luna said.



“Box Jumper’s cutie mark is a package waiting to be shipped.”



“True.”



“Miss Princess Luna,” she asked, “will my special talent ever be useful?”



“Useful?”



Derpy nodded.



Luna tilted her head, considering the question. Then she smiled gently and answered, “Thy talent can never be useful, Derpy.”



“What if… what if I got a job at the Dream Factory?”



Luna shook her head. “They make a different kind of dream there.”



“But… it isn’t fair. Why is my special talent so useless?”



Luna leaned in a little and gave Derpy a strange, sly look. “Choose thy words carefully, little pony. Thou speakest to her who chose the color of moonlight, and who paints the night with stars.”



Derpy sighed. “I know I should be grateful for it, but…” She looked back at the floor.



“Come; rouse thyself,” Luna said. “Thy master shall soon return in full wroth, and thou hast one more package to deliver today.”



“No, I don’t,” Derpy said. “All the packages went out already.”



“Thou hast one more,” Luna said. “Farewell, my little pony.” She faded away, and Derpy found herself alone in bright daylight in the sorting and shipping room.



She trotted over to the local outgoing box and looked inside. She shook her head, and looked again. On top of the pile of afternoon letters was one neat square cardboard package just the size of a good carving pumpkin, with three big bold words on it: FROM (Miss Princess Luna, Western Tower, Canterlot Castle), TO (Hazel Honeycomb, Room 9, Long Term Care Facility, Ponyville Hospital), and, biggest of all with a black outline around it, NOT FRAGILE.



After getting the package wraps from the locker room, Derpy strapped the NOT FRAGILE package to her back. It was so light it almost made strapping it down difficult, but also so light that if it fell, Derpy thought it would float down to the ground like a balloon.



Derpy launched herself from the western platform and headed for the hospital. Her mind raced, but without drifting. She was too curious to see who Hazel Honeycomb was and what was in the package to imagine anything.



She didn’t feel like imagining anything anymore anyway. She was an actor in a real-life waking dream, an adventure dreamed by the Mistress of Dream. Delivering a package. Playing the role she was supposed to.



She thought with embarrassment of all her little dreams that Luna had caught her in. Silly, small, useless things.



The sun was just low enough to cast a glow on Ponyville Hospital as she glided toward it. It looked real enough. White brick walls, wide double doors in front. Her hooves clicked on the tiles. The halls smelled lemony as always.



The Long Term Care wing had a different smell, a mix of old-pony smell and urine. She didn’t come here often. An old stallion in a wheelchair looked at her and said “Eh! Eh! Eh!” as she hurried by.



Room 9 had a single bed with one old earth pony mare, her hair and mane a matching obsidian, except where it had begun to gray around the muzzle. Derpy could see the bones in the two skinny forelegs that lay limply on top of the covers.



“Hi!” Derpy said. “Package for you!”



The mare did not look at Derpy. She kept looking forward with an expression of mild surprise.



“It’s from Princess Luna,” Derpy added. The mare still did not blink.

 

Derpy set the package on the dresser in front of the bed, where she could see it, probably.



“I left a package with Hazel Honeycomb in room 9,” she told the nurse at the duty counter.



The nurse nodded, and looked back down at her charts.



“She didn’t open it.”



“No, that she wouldn’t,” the nurse said without looking up.



“I think it’s important,” Derpy said.



“Well, you’d better open it for her then, dearie,” the nurse said.



Derpy went back to room 9. The package and the mare were exactly as she’d left them.



“Excuse me, Miss Honeycomb. I’m going to open your package for you, if you don’t mind.”



She didn’t.



Derpy cut the packing tape. When she opened the package and looked inside, there was nothing there but the bare insides of its cardboard walls.



Nothing.



Derpy sniffed the inside of the box.



… no. No, not nothing. It smelled faintly of muffins.



Of course! That was what Hazel Honeycomb needed. The scent of muffins. That would wake anypony up!



Derpy brought the box over to the bed, and held it up to the older mare’s nose, so that she pulled in wisps of muffin-scent each time she inhaled.



An ear twitched.



Two eyes blinked.



Hazel Honeycomb sat up slowly in bed. “Why,” she said in a whispery voice, “I was having a lovely dream about muffins.”



“I dream about muffins all the time!” Derpy said. “Especially the blueberry ones.”



“I prefer an amaretto walnut myself,” Hazel said.



“We enjoy our muffins absinthe-flavored, with anise,” a voice said from behind Derpy.



Derpy turned, and saw Luna entering the doorway. “Oh.” Her ears fell. “I’m dreaming again.”



“You are both dreaming,” Luna said.



“We are? When will she wake up?” She turned to Hazel. “Wake up, Miss Hazel!”



“She will never wake up,” Luna said.



“Oh. Um. Sorry.”



“It’s not so bad,” Hazel said. “Luna tells me stories. Terrible stories about the old days. Funny stories about yesterday. Or sometimes the other way around. Sometimes she… takes me places.”



“When we are not busy saving other ponies from their own heedlessness,” Luna added, looking at Derpy.



Heedless. Sounds like Headless, Derpy thought, and her head drooped in shame.



“Hast thou ever counted all the stars, Derpy?” Luna asked.



“No,” Derpy said. “There’s too many of them.”



Luna nodded. “Every star is a dream. That is why they come out at night, all but for a few day-stars such as you. And every one of them hath need of our attention eventually. Some more than others.”



“Oh,” Derpy said. She looked out the window, and now that she knew they were there, she could just make out two little stars huddled next to each other high up in the bright blue afternoon sky.



“If you’re dreaming, why don’t you get out of bed?” she asked Hazel.



Hazel looked down at her forelegs questioningly, as if the question might have been directed at them. When nothing happened, she looked back up at Derpy.



“Dreams are made from pieces you remember from your waking days,” Luna said. “Hazel’s memories of waking life have long since faded and crumbled to dust. She needeth some other to remember the pieces for her. But only the most stalwart of dreamers can guide another pony in dream. It is an intimate thing, and not one we often undertake.”



Derpy stared at Hazel’s forelegs. Hazel stirred in the bed…



Nothing.



“Like leading a partner in a dance,” Luna said.



Derpy wrinkled her forehead in concentration. The covers ruffled as if in a high wind, and flapped around the edges of the bed.



“I can’t dance,” Derpy said.



“Like this,” Luna said, and stepped towards Derpy with a smile.



Luna’s movement was a melody, inaudible, but with an ineluctable rhythm, and it was the most natural thing for Derpy to rise up on her hind legs just as Luna did the same, their hooves joining in the air between them. The bed now stood in the center of a ballroom dimly lit by chandeliers, and the two of them moved in a circle around it to that same rhythm.



Derpy could not have told you whether it was three or four or twelve beats to the measure; it was now, and now, and now, and just before each now Derpy felt a little lump in her throat, her body demanding she do something, something to pass the hot pulse on through her, or all those bright nows would pile up inside her until she burst. Always just in time there was a hoof offered in front of her or a gentle pressure on her back, suggesting some movement that Derpy realized was exactly what she wanted to do. She met Luna’s eyes in the darkness under the arch of their raised hooves; she twisted to the left and right as Luna’s bright teeth passed within inches; she spun around gracefully on one leg.



All too soon, she had fallen back on all fours and stood panting, face to face with Luna.



“But…” Derpy looked back at her body, which had never done anything like that before. It just stood there smugly.



“I remembered it for thee, and led thee,” Luna said. “Now remember for her.”



It didn’t make any sense. But Luna was gazing into her eyes confidently, so Derpy turned to the bed, which was now back in a single room of the Long Term Care Facility of the Ponyville Hospital. She saw Hazel pull both her forelegs up to the top of the covers, just a moment before it happened. The two ponies both opened their eyes wide.



She saw Hazel reach over with her right hoof, grasp the cover, and pull it diagonally toward her and down while lifting, folding the cover over so that she could slide out of bed to her left. From there on it came naturally, without thinking too much about left hindleg or right elbow, until Hazel was standing in the room with them, alongside the bed, next to Luna. Her legs wobbled, and her front legs were splayed wider than her rear, but she looked up at Derpy with a shy grin.



“Thou hast done well,” Luna said. “We have sometimes likewise done as much for her, but lack the time to train her again to walk. This shall be thy duty, Derpy, in penance each day thy absence of mind disrupts our duty, and in reward each day it does not.”



“Learn to walk?” Derpy said. “That’s hard. Hazel, how’d you like to learn to fly?”



Hazel’s grin grew wider, and they both looked expectantly at her side, waiting for feathers to sprout. But nothing happened.



“‘Tis hard labour and hard practice, to mold another’s body in the dream,” Luna said.



“That’s okay!” Derpy said. “She can use mine!” And she pulled her wings off, first the left one and then the right, starting from the back and working forward. They came free with a sucking sound, leaving a sticky ridge on Derpy’s hide.



“Good thing I brought some muffin glue!” Derpy said. She pulled out her glue gun and drew a line down each side of Hazel’s barrel, then pressed the wings on. “Now hold them there without moving for one minute,” she instructed.








“Look at her go,” Celestia said, looking down from the hospital roof.



“She hath for certain an uncanny knack at the business for an earth pony,” Luna agreed.



Below them, Hazel squealed with glee as she flapped the long grey wings and flew low figure-eights over the hospital grounds, while Derpy, wingless, cheered her on from her bedroom window.



“Thank you for inviting me to share this dream, Luna,” Celestia told her sister. “It’s one of those things that makes it all worthwhile. There’s one thing I don’t understand, though.”



Luna raised an eyebrow.



“You told Derpy her special talent was useless.”



Luna plucked a dictionary from the dreamspace beside her. She riffled through it, then read: “Useful: Of practical use; producing material results; supplying physical needs; having utility or economic value.”



She snapped the dictionary shut and returned it to the void. “The mare will never awake. Her dreams will produce no material results; they have not one cent of economic value.”



“You make fine distinctions with words.”



“Words make fine distinctions,” Luna replied. “Ponies forget that at their peril.”



Celestia smiled. “Such as the distinction between ‘you’ and ‘thou’?”



“For example,” Luna agreed.



“Still. Things might not have worked as you’d planned. You might have left her with just that.”



“It still would have been true.”



“A half-truth.”



“All the important truths are half-truths,” Luna said. “Every artist must confront the uselessness of her art.”



Celestia snorted. “I haven’t.”



“Thy work doth oft intimate a certain lack of serious intent,” Luna admitted.



“Like rainbows?” Celestia asked.



“For example.”



Down below, a confused-looking Hazel was circling the grounds upside-down while Derpy struggled to uncross her eyes.



“Well,” Celestia said with a grin, “at least they’re completely useless.”
      

      
   
      First Act


      

      
      
         	Beatrix batted her eyes at the mirror and smiled. Her reflection, that of a young mare and not a filly, smiled back. Just over her reflection’s shoulder, she spied the coat rack by her bedroom door and the blue, star-speckled cape and hat hanging on it. Just underneath the cape sat a cardboard box filled to the brim with supplies for her show: card decks, juggling balls, and whatever else she’d been able to scrounge, buy, or borrow. Tonight was the night. Tonight she’d finally get to show everyone what she could do.



	A brush slid through her mane, and the tan form of her mother blocked her view of the coat rack. “Hold still now, Beatrix. You’re not going anywhere with a mane full of tangles.”



	“Sorry, Mom. I’m just so excited—ow!”



	The brush left her mane for a moment, carrying a few plucked hairs with it. Her mother frowned. “Told you to hold still. Can’t do this right if you don’t.”



	“Sorry.”



	Beatrix didn’t move a muscle. She just sat there, watching her own unblinking eyes and feeling the brush drag through her mane in search of its next victim. Instead, the brush ran right into her horn. The knock of brush on horn made both of them jump in surprise.



	Her mother pulled the brush away and wiped a hoof across her own hornless forehead. “Curse Great Grandpa Loon, marrying a unicorn…”



	Beatrix dropped her gaze to the tabletop, but quickly found a hoof propping up her chin. Her mother planted a kiss on her cheek and winked. “Now don’t let that get you down, Beatrix. You’re every bit as good as a regular earth pony. Tonight you’re going to show the whole town that, I just know it.”



	Beatrix managed a small smile. “I hope so.”



	Loud cries sounded from the next room over. Her mother set the brush on the dresser and walked towards the door. “Freshen up a bit while you have the chance, I need to feed your little brother and get dinner on.”



	Beatrix watched her mother through the mirror, trying to avoid her own uncertain gaze. “Mom?”



	Her mother was already at the door. “Yes?”



	Beatrix took another look at the box on the floor. “Could I… Could I show you some of my magic act before we go?”



	She couldn’t see her mother’s face, and yet she knew there wasn’t a smile on it.



	“I don’t think I’ll be able to.”



	Beatrix could’ve mouthed the words that followed, considering how many times she’d heard them.



	“It’s just not a convenient time right now. You understand, don’t you?”



	Beatrix nodded. “Yes… I guess I’ll just finish getting ready… maybe practice on my own for a bit.”



	“Be quick about it, we’re leaving right after dinner.”








	The whole town was ablaze with light. Every lantern on every house drove away the night’s darkness with a yellow glow that swayed and flickered in time with the breeze. Ponies laughed and sang their way down main street, following the music and decorations that beckoned them to the party in town square.



	Even with all the merrymaking, the town’s familiar sounds refused to be overpowered. The rustle of the wheat in the fields to the East, and the gurgle of the river that separated farmland from city streets were unmistakable. The mill was even louder, of course. The low rumble of stone grinding wheels, the creak of wooden gears, the splash of the waterwheel, and the hiss of freshly milled grain reached every ear at all hours. Nopony tired of hearing the town’s heartbeat, the sound of their product being churned out, and the constant assurance that bits would follow.



	There was never a question of if the wheat would sell, nor would there ever be. Nothing trumped grain. Fruits were simplistic, vegetables were old-fashioned, and rocks were downright unsophisticated. Everypony in town knew grain was the farm product of the modern age, and one night a year, in the height of the summer heat, they celebrated their success until the sun came up.



	In the town square, just across the river from the mill, ponies danced the night away at the foot of a stage. While twin guitarists strummed out a tune, colorful firefly lanterns hanging from the mill’s waterwheel painted the crowd in alternating rainbow hues. Everypony had a smile on their face, everypony except Beatrix.



	She sat at the far side of the stage by the riverbank, looking over her supplies and adjusting her hat. “Let see… Good evening everypony, have I got a show for you tonight. Prepare to be astounded with a display of magic beyond your—”



	A flying clod of dirt knocked her hat down over her eyes. She sighed. “Yes, Flax? Or is it Harvest and Moonstone again?”



	She pulled off her hat, brushed it off, and silently counted the approaching hoofsteps.



	Flax spoke first. “Maybe it’s all three of us.”



	Beatrix turned to face her least-favorite schoolmates, each one an earth pony, each one bigger than her, and each one sneering with supreme confidence.



	Flax stepped in front of the others. “Nice hat, it almost hides that ugly horn.”



	Harvest laughed. “Don’t forget her uglier face!”



	Beatrix scooped up a dirt clod of her own. “Get lost. I’ve got a show to prepare for.”



	Moonstone rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah? What’s a little unicorn weakling like you doing in our talent show?”



	“I was going to do a magic show, but maybe I should just show everypony how much better you three look covered in mud.”



	Flax grinned and held the other two back. “Magic, huh? I can’t wait to see that.”



	Beatrix was speechless for a moment. “Really?”



	“Yeah, it’ll show the whole town just how pathetic you are. It’ll be awesome.”



	Beatrix gritted her teeth. “You just wait. Everypony’s going to see how amazing my magic is, how it’s something no earth pony could ever do in a million years.”



	“So what? Unless you can make bits out of thin air, or make it so you can actually pull a plow half as far as we can, nopony’s gonna care. Magic’s just as worthless as you are.”



	Beatrix heaved the dirt clod, which came closer to hitting Harvest than Flax. “Get the hay out of here and leave me alone!”



	Moonstone broke down laughing. “Told you she was weak. Everypony knows unicorns are way weaker than earth—”



	The mayor’s voice, amplified by a megaphone, replaced the music. “Ladies and gentlecolts, who’s ready for the talent show? We’ve got an impressive lineup of colts and fillies ready to wow you with juggling, singing—”



	Flax pushed her companions back the way they came. “Come on girls, we’d better get us some front row seats for ’Trix’s big show.”



	Beatrix nodded. “You’d… You’d better! It’ll be like nothing you’ve ever seen!”



	The mayor’s voice drew her attention. “Let’s give a warm round of applause to our first act: Beatrix Lulamoon and her Mystifying Magic Show!”



	Beatrix took a final look at her box of supplies. The sound of the cheering crowd swept her fears and anger away. She adjusted her hat, and grinned. “Showtime!”



	She trotted onto the stage, and into full view of every pony in town. Flax and her cronies were in the front row, as promised. Mom was pacing at the back with a wailing baby on her shoulder, as expected. She directed her attention, and her smile, to the other hundred earth ponies in the audience, all of whom were following her every move.



	“Good evening everypony! Prepare to be astounded!”



	She lifted her front hooves into the air and set her horn aglow. Right on queue, streamers shot out from their hiding places and arched high over the stage, earning her a round of applause. Many more soon followed.








	Beatrix couldn’t stop smiling, and neither could her audience. She swept off her hat, reached inside, and pulled out a bundle of carrots. “Why, it seems the missing carrots were right here the whole time!”



	The crowd cheered, and she took a bow. Every shout, every smile, and every hoof stomp injected pure delight into her heart. They loved her show, even if all her tricks thus far were simple sleight of hoof as opposed to genuine unicorn magic. Someday she’d get there, just as soon as she could find a better guide than the tattered Beginning Magic book in the library. Half of its pages were missing, and the other half were nearly incomprehensible on account of faded text or unfamiliar terminology. Still, even if most basic unicorn skills remained a mystery, she did have one genuine magic trick up her sleeve: the spell on the last page, the spell labeled ‘advanced students only.’ That spell once earned her a cutie mark, and now it was going close out her first magic show with a literal bang.



	She raised a hoof to the side of her mouth, as if to whisper a secret. That alone was enough to silence the crowd. Mom was still out there somewhere, as were the bullies. Beatrix didn’t care. In this perfect moment she had no troubles, and knew no limits.



	“Since you’ve been such a wonderful audience, I’d like to share a one final trick with you, one that’s taken years of practice.”



	She reared up on her hind legs and poured concentration into her horn. The stage lanterns dimmed, and bright spots of light shot into the sky.  “I give you, the Mystifying Magic of Beatrix Lulamoon!”



	The audience cheered right as the first firework exploded in the sky, raining down sparks of every color. For a moment there was no wheat, no river, and no mill. The only sound was that of resounding approval, the sound Beatrix had been hoping for. The display continued for nearly a minute, and each firework brought more applause than the last.



	As the last of the sparks faded, she returned her hat to her head and struck a pose. “ ’Hat’s all, folks!”



	The applause redoubled, and a single word swept through the audience until it became a chant. From filly to wizened stallion, every pony in her view started shouting the same thing: more.



	Beatrix smiled so broadly that her face began to hurt. Smiles aside, her horn burned and her legs felt wobbly. Never before had she performed the fireworks spell on such a grand scale, and her own dizziness made it clear that she needed to build up stamina before she did so again. Still, the crowd’s chant couldn’t be ignored, not if she wanted that sweet feeling of acceptance to last beyond her time onstage.



	She threw her hat aside and nodded. “Your wish is my command!”



	Her horn glowed, and the cheering continued. She shut her eyes as the explosions recommenced overhead. The sounds of delight did nothing to help the sweat forming on her brow, but a sudden breeze certainly did. Cool relief washed over her, but something else entirely seemed to be happening to the crowd. Their cheering gave way to gasps, and not of amazement.



	Beatrix’s eyes opened just in time to see a firework sail over the river and explode directly over the mill. Multicolored sparks touched down on the rooftop and immediately adopted the same shade of bright orange. Decades of accumulated wheat dust ignited like kindling, and within seconds the entire building lit up like a torch.



	In the back of her mind, she heard the crowd’s panic dissolving into calls to form a fire brigade and rescue anypony near the mill. Despite that, all she could do was stand there and watch the flames work their way to the grain silos at the base of the building.



	Beatrix felt the explosion before she heard it. The mill, a stone building filled with combustible dust, disintegrated before her eyes. Huge chunks of rock-turned-brimstone crashed through nearby rooftops amidst screams of terror. The water wheel, still decorated with colorful lanterns, rolled through the shallows and demolished a small homestead downstream. Some poor filly’s unmade bed, bright pink dresser, and stuffed animal collection spilled out of the wrecked house and joined the wheel in the watery depths.



	Run. That was her next thought. Run for cover. Try to help. Do something. Anything.



	She ran, right off the edge of the stage. The grass by the riverbank made for a soft landing, albeit a wet one. With shaking legs, she pushed herself up, only to have something knock her back down again.



	“W-what did you do?” Flax mumbled.



	“I… I…”



	A hoof crashed against her cheek. “What did you do!”



	Beatrix saw Flax looking down at her with an expression even worse than her usual malice. Flax looked scared out of her mind, as if her own tail was on fire.



	Beatrix blinked away tears, as well as mud. “I’m… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean t—”



	Flax pushed her head into the mud. “I-I told you that you’re worthless… that you’re weak!”



	Beatrix could only flail her legs in response, at least until Flax finally let her take a breath. “Stop it!”



	“Not until you say it!”



	“Say w—” Beatrix tasted mud again.



	Flax shouted in her ear as she choked back a sob. “Say ‘I’m weak,’ say ‘I’m worthless!’ This is all your fault!”



	“N-no! I’m not! I’m—”



	Flax put her whole weight on the back of her head. “Say it!”



	Beatrix wasn’t allowed a breath for tens of seconds. “I… I… W—”



	Flax pulled back on her mane until they were nose to nose. “Say it!”



	The crazed look in Flax’s eyes was more terrifying than not being able to breath. Beatrix held back her tears, her most practiced magic trick of all, and nodded. “I’m… I’m worthless… I’m weak.”



	Flax shook her. “Again! Louder!”



	“I’m worthless! I’m weak!”



	A bright light and a fresh round of screaming cut off Flax’s next demand. They both looked across the river and saw the wheat fields burning as bright as the noonday sun. No amount of hard work or magic could undo this catastrophe, let alone stop it.



	Beatrix reacted seconds before Flax could. She wrenched a foreleg out of the mud and struck her attacker in the jaw. Flax yelped in pain and, just for a moment, leaned back enough for Beatrix wriggle herself free.



	Even as she ran, she heard the Flax’s voice carrying on the wind. “Don’t you ever come back, Beatrix! Don’t you ever!”



	She didn’t intend to.








	A week later, Beatrix still found herself glancing over her shoulder. She’d long since abandoned the idea that her Mom, Flax, or anypony else was looking for her. On the off chance that they were, they certainly hadn’t done a very good job. She was walking alongside the public road, unmistakable in the afternoon sunlight. By now, the world behind her didn’t even include a trail of smoke.



	The road cut a winding path through tall grass, interrupted only by the occasional bridge over the river that it followed. She had no idea where she was going, save for whatever in Equestria lay upstream.



	“Well howdy, little lady,” a voice said.



	She staggered backward and ended up on her haunches. She’d found her first fork in the road, one rendered almost invisible by the tall grass. Yet another bridge lay in one direction, and in the other stood an old brown stallion pulling a covered cart that looked more like a miniature house on wheels.



	He shifted the wheat stalk protruding from his lips, and smiled. “I said howdy.”



	Her mouth opened and closed a few times. She hadn’t said much since the fire, and every time she tried Flax’s imposed mantra came to her lips: I’m weak; I’m worthless.



	“H-Hi.”



	“Where’re you headed all on your own?”



	“I… uh… t-that way.” She pointed a hoof at the road ahead.



	A grandmotherly-looking mare stuck her head out the cart’s window. “Who’re you bothering now, Seed, we’re never gonna get—oh my! Dearie, are you all right?”



	Beatrix pulled her hat low on her forehead. “I-I’m fine. Just… Just passing through.”



	“Do you need anything? Looks like you’ve had a rough time out here.”



	Beatrix shook her head and felt the caked mud on her coat crack and crumble as she did so. “I’m okay. I… I really need to keep walking.”



	The stallion stuck out a friendly hoof. “Name’s Hayseed. Hayseed Greenhooves. Me an‘ the missus are heading to Canterlot. Got me a job lined up at the palace, if you’ll believe it! How about yourself?”



	Beatrix looked away. “I don’t know. I’m just walking somewhere.”



	He chuckled. “Lots of somewheres out there, that’s for sure.”



	The mare in the wagon knocked a hoof on the window sill. “Quit your gum-flapping, Seed, and offer the little lady a nice home-cooked meal. It’ll be dark soon.”



	Beatrix didn’t want to think about the alternative. The roadside tall grass tasted just as awful as it looked. “That’s awfully nice of you…”



	The mare waved her hoof dismissively. “Just common courtesy is all. What’s a unicorn like you doing way out in farm country?”



	Beatrix flushed red and pulled her hat down until it almost covered her eyes. “I… I do magic. Magic shows.”



	“Do tell! Can’t say that I’ve seen much of that in these parts. You heading to Canterlot too? Princess Celestia’s got a whole school set up for teaching fancy magic. Bet you’d be perfect for it.”



	“R-really?”



	“Well sure! Say, you want to tag along with us? If you’d give ol’ Seed a break pulling the wagon once a day, we’ll do home-cooked meals every morning and night.”



	Beatrix gaped. “Wow… I-I don’t know how I can say no… I-I wouldn’t be a bother, would I? I can do more than just pull the cart to earn my keep.”



	Hayseed smiled. “Don’t suppose you’d give us a share of all the bits your magic show pulls in?”



	The mare rapped on the wagon again. “Seed! That’s crazy talk. Meals for pulling the cart is more than fair already. If she doesn’t give you a break with the cart, you’ll be stuck tending the royal gardens with two working legs instead of four.”



	Beatrix looked at her mud-stained cape. “M-my magic show?”



	“Don’t give it another thought, dearie. Seed’s got a talking-to coming his way.”



	Beatrix did give it another thought. She closed her eyes and mentally replayed her first and, she once presumed, final magic show from beginning to end. Everything from bullying, to magic, to fire, to flight flashed by in an instant. Two memories in particular were at odds with each other: the euphoria of being onstage, and the ignominy that followed. She couldn’t keep both those memories; she couldn’t be Beatrix the Weak and Worthless and still put on Beatrix Lulamoon’s Mystifying Magic Show. One of those titles summed up her childhood, a time period forever erased by fire. The other held some promise, but lacked a certain amount of pizzazz.



	Her eyes flew open. “I’ll do it!”



	Hayseed’s mouth dropped open, and the wheat stalk fell to the earth. “I was only fooling, Miss. It’s downright uncivil for me to impose—”



	“I insist! The next town we come to, I’ll put on a magic show the likes of which earth ponies have never seen, and I’ll split the profits fifty-fifty.”



	Hayseed pulled off his hat. “That’s more than generous, Miss.”



	Beatrix could almost hear the crowd cheering, a sound she’d never tire of. “The name is Trixie. The Great and Powerful Trixie.”
      

      
   
      A Very Special Gift


      

      
      
         “Is this really where I’m going to stay?” Nova Flare asked, the small filly staring into the huge bedroom. Silvery stars adorned the walls, glistening in the sun’s fading glow as it sank towards the horizon. Gossamer curtains hung over the enormous bed that dominated the far end of the room, easily large enough for any four ordinary ponies to lie on without touching. The deep royal purple of the walls lent the whole room the air of dusk, of a long day coming to an end.



“It is,” Princess Celestia said, beaming at the small blue pony beside her.



“Cool!” Nova bounded into the room, her head turning this way and that before her eyes latched onto a small mahogany bookcase. Almost faster than the eye could see, the little pony zipped over to the books, her horn lighting up even before she got there to start pulling the leather-bound tomes off the shelves so she could examine their titles.



“I’m glad to see you like your new room,” Celestia said as she stepped in after the filly. “I promised your mother that her little star would like it here.”



Nova wrinkled up her snout, turning back to look at the princess. “Really? She called me her little star? In front of you? Ugh.” The unicorn filly fell to the floor, covering her face with her hooves. “Now I’m never going to get away from it. I’m going to be a little star forever.”



Celestia smiled gently as she walked up beside her young charge. “Well, that depends entirely on you, Miss Flare.”



“Really?” Nova peeked out from under her hooves.



“Indeed.” Celestia nodded benevolently. “I will refrain from calling you my little star if and only if you call me Princess Celestia.”



Nova blinked in confusion. “Uhm, okay. That’s what I’ve been calling you, right?”



Princess Celestia smirked. “Well, I might have heard you call me another name when I first met with your mother.”



The filly turned ashen. “You heard that? I didn’t mean it, honest! Please don’t send me away!”



Celestia chuckled, reaching down to pat the filly’s mane. “Now, now, there’s nothing to be worried about. I know that many of my subjects have their own personal nicknames for me. But I suspect that I would never hear the end of it from the nobility if my prized pupil referred to me as ‘Princess Sunbutt’, accurate though it may be.”



Nova relaxed slowly before blinking. “Wait, your prized pupil?”



“That’s right.” Celestia smiled at her. “I did not choose you at random. I expect great things out of you, my young apprentice.”



“Really?” Nova’s ears pricked forward.



“Really.” Celestia nodded. “You will learn many things while under my tutelage, but the most important lesson of all, I will give you first: never doubt that you will achieve great things. You have a very special gift. I know it is hard for you to imagine right now, but I look forward to the day when you can teach me a thing or two.”



“I don’t think I’ll ever be better than you, Princess,” the filly said, lowering her head and dragging her hoof across the floor.



“Not with an attitude like that.” Celestia glanced around the room before lowering her voice. “Can you keep a secret?”



Nova’s mouth hung open for a moment before she shut it with an audible click, nodding her head rapidly as she sealed her lips together.



Celestia gestured for her to approach with her hoof before she spoke. “It is said on the longest day of the thousandth year, the stars will aid in her escape.”



“Whose escape?” Nova squeaked.



“I believe they were referring to my sister, Princess Luna. The mare you now know as Nightmare Moon.”



Nova’s eyes widened in horror as she suddenly glanced around the room. “Nightmare Moon! This was her room! Oh no! She’s going to—”



Celestia set her hoof on the filly’s shoulder. “Peace. She won’t return for a thousand years.”



A few heaving breaths later, Nova sat back down. “But I thought you had banished her permanently.”



“I believed it to be so at the time, but I now believe there is a way for her to escape. And when she does, I believe that it will be you who sets her free.”



“M-me?” The filly shrank away from the larger pony. “But I’m not a star!”



“Aren’t you?” Celestia lifted her hoof to point at Nova’s cutie mark, a huge star next to a much smaller one. “The stars will aid in her escape. I believe that is referring to a very special pony. A very magical pony. A pony like you.”



Nova waved her hooves in front of her chest. “I won’t free her from the Moon, honest! I promise!”



Celestia shook her head. “It is not the Moon I refer to. I believe you will free her from the nightmare that has her trapped within its power. The stars will aid in her escape, and I believe it is you who will bring my sister back to me.”



“But…” Nova stared down at the floor, shifting one of her hooves over a silvery star sparkling in the stone. “I don’t know how to do that.”



“You don’t need to. Not yet, in any case. It is a long way off.”



Nova’s eyes slid away from the floor towards a calendar hanging on the wall. “The longest day of the thousandth year… this is only the fiftieth year, isn’t it?”



Celestia smiled mysteriously.  “There are many things you will learn under my tutelage, but the one I hope most of all extends to all my subjects – that you trust me. I think you will be with me far longer than you think.”



“You mean, I’m going to be your student for a thousand years?”



Celestia laughed. “Not quite. Now, how about we go to the library so you can choose some new books to add to those shelves, hm?”








“You mean you have a whole, big, huge library all for yourself?” Stellar Luminescence stared up at her mentor with her big emerald eyes, the filly dwarfed by the shelves which towered on both sides.



“Not just myself. The Royal Archives are open to all the greatest scholars of Equestria. Galiceno. Hippocomtois. And, of course, you.”



“Me?” Luminescence squeaked. “But I’m not a great scholar.”



“You sell yourself short, Luminescence. You are young still, but I have seen in you a spark I haven’t seen in a unicorn in over a century. I spent a long time looking for a pony with your talent. You have a very special gift.”



The cream-coated filly sat back on her haunches, rubbing her hooves together. “But I’m nothing special.”



Celestia arched an eyebrow. “Are you saying that I chose poorly?”



“Oh, no!” Luminescence shook her head rapidly. “I just was just, uhm, you know…”



“You are a gentle soul, Luminescence,” Celestia said, kneeling down and putting her hoof under the small pony’s chin. “But never doubt that you will achieve great things. I believe in you.”



“Thank you, your highness,” Luminescence said, smiling shyly.



“Very good. Now, what is it you would like to read about?”



“Uhm, well, you mentioned that you have almost everything here…”



“Yes. All of the writings of the greatest ponies – and many of the greatest griffons as well – can be found in our archives.”



“Well… uhm… I’ve always been curious about Starswirl the Bearded. You knew him, right?”



Celestia chuckled quietly. “Just how old do you think I am?”



“Uhm… well, you’ve always been around, haven’t you?”



Celestia shook her head. “Not always.”



“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say you were old.”



“I’m afraid I’m a bit beyond such things now.” Celestia pursed her lips. “But let me see what I can do.” The princess’s eyes flicked over to a bookcase, and she smiled as an ancient brown spiral-bound notebook slipped out of one of the shelves, enveloped in her magic.








Northern Lights’s horn glowed with green magic, the blue colt’s face screwed up in intense concentration as he tensed. His whole body began to shudder as the light began to expand before it suddenly burst, red and violet sparks raining down onto the grass of Celestia’s garden as the small pony swayed on his hooves. “I’m never going to get this to work,” he grumbled, slumping to the ground as his mane smoldered.



“Few unicorns ever learn the spell, let alone in a week.” Princess Celestia smiled benevolently at her student.



“How long did it take you to learn how to do it?”



“Longer than it has taken you thus far. Worry not; you have a gift. You will get there, eventually.”



The gangly colt peered up at his mentor for a few seconds, looking for any crack in her composure, before he sighed. “It just seems so… impossible.”



Princess Celestia smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “What makes it seem so impossible? Perhaps I can help.”



“It’s like you’re trying to be in two places at once.”



Celestia inclined her head slightly. “Not quite. Observe.” The alicorn took a step back, her horn glowing with golden light as she lifted her head high. Beating her wings once, she rose up a pace into the air before vanishing in a bright flash that put the Sun to shame on this cloudy day. Northern Lights rubbed at his eyes, willing his vision to clear as Princess Celestia reappeared above the castle walls, slowly gliding back down into the garden on outstretched wings.



“Did you see?”



Northern Lights started to nod before he shook his head. “Sorry, Princess. The flash blinded me.”



Celestia smiled apologetically as she landed alongside the teenaged colt. “Hm. Perhaps a different demonstration is in order.”



“Princess?”



The alicorn draped one large white wing over the smaller pony’s back, tugging him in against her flank. “Perhaps I should walk you through it one more time.”



The blue colt looked up at the princess admiringly. “So… how do you do it?”



“Well, the first step is to gather enough magic in your horn.” Celestia lifted a hoof to ruffle her protégé’s mane. “That is the only part of the process which does not require speed.”



Northern Lights nodded his head.



“The rest, however, must be done more swiftly. Once you have gathered enough magic, you must drape it over all that you wish to bring, and swiftly. The spell has a fail-safe to prevent it from teleporting only part of a pony, but should you fail to cast it properly, instead, the magical energy will simply discharge immediately, as you well know.”



The smaller pony lifted one hoof before licking it and pressing it against a still-smoking patch of his mane before he grinned sheepishly. “Right.”



“Now… what you’re doing is moving from one place to another without going in between. You are never in two places at once – indeed, quite the opposite. For a very brief time, you are nowhere at all.”



“Really?” Northern Lights blinked. “But… how? Where are you?”



“Nopony knows.”



“But… but wouldn’t you know?”



Celestia shook her head. “From my perspective, it is instant. It is only to outside observers that there is a delay.” She snorted. “My sister once claimed to have come out with a sock, but, alas, her theory was ignored by the Circle.”



Northern Lights’ mouth hung open. “You have a sister?”



Celestia smiled sadly. “Once. And again, someday.” She stepped away from her pupil. “Now, you need to scan, then set your target immediately, so that the magic pushes you through. The magic will do the rest from there. If you don’t—”



“Got it.” The colt spread his hooves, lowering his head as he braced himself against the grass.



Celestia chuckled. “Show me, then, my faithful student.”



Northern Lights’ whole body trembled as he concentrated, his eyes clenching shut. Magic began to flare around his horn, glowing green as the aurora as Northern Lights drew upon the depths of his magical might. His hooves slid across the grass as he lowered himself closer to the ground, bracing as the light grew brighter and brighter around his horn. Waves of light flared across his coat as he released his magic with a loud pop that echoed amongst the trees as smoke rose from the grass where he stood.



Northern Lights coughed, opening his eyes to see a small patch of blackened grass around his hooves, and a small fire merrily tickling at the tip of his mane, while Princess Celestia stood a few feet away trying not to laugh.



“Don’t worry. You’ll get it eventually.”








Night Shine took a long, deep breath, filling his lungs with the warmth and scent of tea. “Thank you for honoring me with an invitation to share tea, Princess.”



 “You thank me every week as though it was your first time, Night Shine.” Celestia smiled over the top of her own teacup at her student.



“I mean it every time.” He grinned. “Besides, my mom told me to thank you every time.”



“Well, it is good that she taught you to be polite.” Celestia leaned forward conspiratorially. “You know, she threatened me when she dropped you off? Said that if you were missing a hair in your mane when she came to visit, she would have mine.”



Night Shine cackled. “Is that why you made me wear that wig the first time she visited?”



“It was the second, actually. And yes.” Celestia smirked as only the benevolent ruler of a magical pony kingdom could.



“That’s great. Maybe I should get one in your colors next time, and tell her that I was practicing teleportation again?”



Celestia chuckled. “Have you?”



Night Shine shook his head. “No. I’ve been focusing my studies on that book you gave me. Starswirl’s spells are fascinating.” He lifted his teacup to take a sip.



“Have you made any progress on his final spell?”



The teacup hung in midair for a moment before it rose back to Night Shine’s mouth. The young stallion took a long sip of tea, his cup trembling ever so slightly before he set it back down. “No. Not since I tried casting it the first time.”



Celestia pursed her lips. “Do not be afraid to experiment.”



Night Shine stared down at his cup. “Why do you always ask me about that spell, Princess? What makes it important?” His eyes flicked to his dark hooves. “Starswirl the Bearded created many spells. What makes that one so important?”



Celestia’s teacup clinked quietly as it settled onto her own plate. “Call it a hunch.”



The young stallion lifted his head, his golden eyes meeting hers. “That’s just it, Princess. I don’t have a hunch. I don’t think he knew what he was trying to accomplish. The spell doesn’t make any sense. It doesn’t even rhyme!”



“Not all spells rhyme.”



“Yes, but all of his spells rhymed. Why would he suddenly start on modernist spellcasting on his very last spell?”



Celestia leaned forward over the table. “I believe he was trying to discover a new type of magic.”



“Any idea what?”



“If I knew, I would have finished the spell myself.”



Night Shine leaned back in his seat, narrowing his eyes slightly. “How do I know you didn’t?”



“Hm?”



“I know you studied his works. And I know from my history books you haven’t always been around. What if this is some kind of test?”



“If so, it is not a test by me.”



“But would you tell me if it was?” Night Shine waved his hoof. “A way to see if I’m worthy of being immortal. Or maybe even… maybe even a spell that does so? That might explain why it makes no sense.”



Celestia sighed heavily. “If I had a spell that could turn ponies into alicorns, do you think there would be any other kind of pony left?”



“Maybe. Or maybe you have to discover it for yourself.”



“That is… remarkably astute.” Celestia shook her head. “But I’m afraid my own ascension had little to do with Starswirl.”



“Hah! I knew it!” Night Shine banged his hoof on the table. “Merriweather owes me ten bits.”



Celestia shook her head. “Each pony finds their own way to alicornhood, or does not. My method would not work for any other pony, just as my sister’s only worked for her.”



“And you’re hoping that spell would do it for me?”



“I do not know what that spell would do, were it complete.” Celestia shook her head slightly. “You are a very gifted unicorn – I have not seen a unicorn with so much potential since I was a foal. I simply hope that by steering you onto the right path, that you might fulfill your destiny.”



“Destiny?” The pony glanced down at his cutie mark, the silvery stars gleaming on his midnight blue coat. “I thought I already got one of those. Or do you get another one on the other side of your leg when you become an alicorn?”



Celestia smiled wryly. “Is that why you’ve been falling behind during my lessons in the garden?”



Night Shine coughed before quickly lifting his teacup up to gulp down another mouthful of tea, holding the cup in front of his snout. “No. But it does remind me of a rumor that I heard from C—one of the guards.”



“Oh? And what rumor might that be?” Celestia narrowed her eyes slightly.



“The real reason you got your cutie mark.”



“Is it temperature related?”



Night Shine’s face fell. “It’s older than me, isn’t it?”



Celestia lifted her cup to take another sip of tea. “By about five centuries.”








“Ugh. You made me get up early for this?” Morning Glow pouted and crossed her hooves as yet another Canterlot noble marched out of the Day Court, his snout pointed almost straight up towards the ceiling, as if to avoid some terrible smell.



“It is important to listen to the complaints of our little ponies, Morning Glow.”



“I don’t know why you bother. It’s not like most of them have anything useful to say. You could probably have a secretary write down their grievances and then throw them into the fire and save everypony a lot of time and several bits worth of firewood. Most of these ponies just want someone to complain at. They don’t even want us to fix something!”



“Now, now, Morning Glow. Old Money even had a suggestion.”



Morning Glow arched her eyebrow. “Knock down your school for gifted unicorns so he had a better view? Yeah, great suggestion.”



“But because I listened to it, he will believe it was taken into consideration. Besides, it would be a terrible waste of paper.”



“Oh, I wasn’t suggesting you burn the complaints, Princess.”



Celestia glared at her student. “Morning Glow! I taught you better than that.”



Her student flinched.



“Besides, nobles aren’t very flammable unless you dry them out first. And from what I have heard from the guard, that one never is.” Celestia nodded to the guard by the door to let in the next petitioner.



Morning Glow tilted her head. “That’s something else I don’t get. Why do we even have a guard? There’s nothing we can’t handle ourselves.”



“For the same reason that you suggested a secretary write down complaints.”



Morning Glow sat back on her cushion, turning away. “Oh. Right. Still, this is a waste of time!” She rapped her hoof against the stone floor. “I bet if you went out in your chariot and talked to the first ponies you saw on the street who didn’t have their noses glued to the clouds, you’d find someone with something worth saying.”



Celestia stared at her student for several long seconds before smiling. “You know, you are right, my faithful student. I don’t spend nearly enough time outside of this dusty old castle.”



“Alright! Let’s go!” Morning Glow sprung from her cushion, only to find herself wrapped up in the yellow glow of her mentor’s magic.



“Now, I can’t just go and abandon my duties. But I think there is somepony else who is quite capable of dealing with the nobles for today.”



“Oh? Who?”



Princess Celestia rose from her throne. “Why, the most magically gifted unicorn in all of Equestria.”



Morning Glow crossed her hooves across her chest again as she looked away. “Oh, goodie.”



Celestia stepped forward to put her hoof on her student’s shoulder. “Now. I know that this is mostly a waste of time, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t good practice. A leader must know how to deal with all sorts of ponies, but especially the ones she doesn’t like.”



“But I don’t like being in charge. I like working with you.”



The alicorn smiled. “Be that as it may, you still have responsibilities, and at times, that means doing things you don’t enjoy as well as those you do. You have a great gift for challenging bad ideas, and it would be a shame to let it go to waste winning arguments with the faculty.”



“If you say so, Princess.” Morning Glow sighed.



“I do. But I think you’re going to need a slightly better seat than that if you’re going to be telling the nobles what to do.”



Morning Glow blinked and looked down at the cushion she was sitting on. “What’s wrong with it?”



“It isn’t quite… regal enough.” Celestia nodded towards the chair she had just vacated. 



Morning Glow’s mouth hung open. “The Golden Throne of the Sun? You want me to sit there? But I’m not a princess!”



“I was not always a princess either, but I was given many opportunities to show my leadership. Stranger things have happened. Maybe someday, you will have a throne of your own.” Celestia smiled. “But for now, you can borrow mine.”



“Thank you, Princess,” Morning Glow said, stepping forward to bow low on the stone platform.



“Now, now, you’re the princess for today. There doesn’t need to be any bowing from you.” Celestia turned and began to walk down the stone. “Just don’t set any nobles on fire.”



“Not even Old Money?” 



Celestia paused halfway to the door. “Hm.” She shook her head. “No. It would set a bad precedent. Then they would start sending insufferable ponies every day.”








“Beggin’ yer pardon, Princess, but I’ve got somethin’ I’ve gotta say,” Harvest Moon said as the sturdy unicorn stuck his head through the door of her office.



Princess Celestia beamed at him. “Come in, Harvest Moon.” She gestured with her hoof. “How comes the spell?”



The big golden unicorn shook his head. “That’s just it, princess. I’m afraid it ain’t. Been lookin’ at that spell for nigh-on five years now, and I’ve learned a thing or two, but one of ‘em’s that I ain’t cut out for this.”



Celestia’s smile vanished. “Harvest Moon. Do not doubt yourself. I do not say it lightly when you are every inch the unicorn Starswirl the Bearded was.”



“I ain’t sayin’ that I’m not. What I’m sayin’ is that Starswirl weren’t half the pony you were, and neither him nor you made nose nor tail of that spell.”



Celestia blinked. “So you’re giving up?”



Harvest Moon shook his head. “You know what they say, Princess. Quitters never win, winners never quit, but if you can’t win and you don’t quit, you’re an idjit. Don’t worry, I ain’t leavin’ ya with nothin’.”



“What do you mean?”



Her student sighed. “I ain’t stupid, princess. I figured there musta been some reason for you pickin’ me out, and it t’weren’t my fine roots. You’re lookin’ for somepony. You ain’t been real subtle about that.”



“I found somepony.”



“Beggin’ yer pardon, but ya didn’t. Don’t get me wrong – I loved it. Bein’ yer student, learnin’ all these things I never woulda learned back on ma’s farm. T’ain’t many Apples who got horns and brains, but I’ll be darned if I don’t put both to good use. But this?” Yellow magic plucked a familiar spiral-bound notebook out of his saddlebags, depositing it onto Princess Celestia’s desk. “It’s a dead end fer me.”



Celestia licked her lips. “I spent nine-hundred and fifty years searching for a pony who was the equal of Starswirl the Bearded. Don’t think just because your farm needs you that—”



“Farm don’t need me one bit. Fact is, I need the farm.”



“If you need some time to consider the matter—”



“I done considered it plenty. Just like I considered this spell plenty.” He tapped his hoof on the cover of the book. “I figured out a thing or two, but one of ‘em was that it ain’t a pony like me who’s gonna figure it out. I ain’t right for it. Fact is, I’m pretty sure Starswirl weren’t, neither. That’s why it don’t work right.”



“Oh?” Celestia glanced down at the book, her horn glowing as she flipped it open to a familiar dog-eared page.



Harvest Moon nodded. “I think what he was figurin’ was that if he took a whole bunch of ponies, and added ‘em all together, you’d get one really good pony. I think he was tryin’ to take ponies’ cutie marks, and use ‘em himself. But it don’t work that way; them marks gotta go somewhere. So it just kind of shuffles ‘em around a bit, messes with ‘em.”



Celestia rose to all four hooves. “Harvest Moon, this is an incredible breakthrough!”



“I know. I ain’t no fool.” The unicorn tapped the side of his head. “But the way I figure, if you’re gonna make it work, you gotta have a bunch of ponies who are sharin’, not givin’, if that makes any sense. That’s the way it worked for Clover, Cookie, and Pansy back in the day.”



“So why are you quitting, then? Surely it would not harm you to stay long enough to finish the spell. Or you could take a vacation if you would like, and come back to it.”



Harvest Moon shook his head slowly. “I tried figurin’ my way through it, but I’ve got the feelin’ I’m still missin’ something. I ‘spect it’s as plain to see as cows in the castle, but it’s like…” He licked his lips. “Somepony who don’t get it, but gets it better’n I ever could, all at the same time.”



Celestia sat back on her cushion. “I don’t understand.”



“It’s like… the founders. They didn’t know they could make friends with somepony who weren’t their own kin, right?” Harvest Moon gestured vaguely. “I think it’s like that. Somepony who don’t get it, then gets it all of a sudden, and don’t let go after.”



“Are you suggesting I find somepony who is racist to cast the spell?”



“Not racist. That ain’t right, not one bit. The founders, they weren’t racist, right? Not once they figured each other out. I think that’s the part that they need. The figurin’. Gotta find somepony who don’t realize just what friendship is, but then, it hits ‘em. See it from the outside, if you know what I mean.”



Celestia frowned. “You mean I should find someone who has no friends?”



“But not cause they ain’t likable. It’s gotta be ‘cause they don’t know no better.”



Celestia stared down at the book on her desk. “Are you certain that you cannot figure it out?”



“I’m sure. And I ain’t lettin’ you convince me otherwise.”



Celestia bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”



“T’ain’t nothin’ to be sorry about. Sometimes things just don’t work out, ya know?”



Celestia rose suddenly, striding around the desk to wrap the unicorn in a hug. “So what will you do now, my faithful student?”



Harvest Moon chuckled quietly and leaned into the Princess’s chest. “Figured I’d go out to Manehattan, spend some time out on the farms. I’ve got this idea for a contraption that would speed up fruit buckin’ by at least five hundred percent. I ain’t had time to work all the kinks out, but the way I figure, the Quick ‘n Sure Fruit Picker’ll be a big hit with the folks out on the farm. On every farm, I wager, if’n I can get it to work right and not squish all the fruit.”



“I’m sure you will do whatever you set your mind to, Harvest Moon.”



“That I will.” He blinked as he felt a couple warm drops hit his mane. “You ain’t cryin’ on me, are ya?” He took a step back, smiling up at the Princess.



“I might be. I shall miss you.”



“I’ll miss you too. But don’t worry, I’ll keep on writin’.” He glanced over towards the journal. “Just… be careful with that journal, okay? I ‘spect it ain’t exactly safe to go messin’ round with that spell willy-nilly.”








Celestia’s voice boomed out through the great hall of the castle. “Starlight Glimmer! What have you done?”



“I figured out the spell, Celestia!” The pink unicorn smiled showing far too many teeth as a dozen jars hung in the air behind her, each containing a stolen cutie mark. “If everypony is equal, then nopony needs a cutie mark! And if you set the cutie marks aside, then, when something threatens—”



Celestia’s hoof cracked into the stone floor. “This is not what Starswirl wanted when he made that spell!”



“You told me that I was the most gifted unicorn you’d seen in a long time. Possibly ever!” Starlight Glimmer tossed her striped mane. “But it only ever brought me pain and isolation. But I can see it now. Everypony is unhappy because they don’t understand anypony else. But if everypony was the same, then everyone would be happy! Just look at how happy your guards are!” The unicorn waved her hoof at the group of ponies in armor around her, all lying on the floor, a dull look in their eyes.



“You are unhappy because you never tried to understand anypony but yourself,” Celestia said, snorting. “Now, release your spell and return their cutie marks.”



“But Celestia! You told me everypony was just as important as everypony else.”



Celestia’s eyes hardened. “I said that to teach you humility. The hard lesson – that not everypony chooses to live up to their potential – I had saved for later. But it seems you need it now.”



“You’re wrong, Celestia. Why don’t you join us in equality, and see how happy you can be?”



“No.”



“Oh. Very well then.” Starlight Glimmer sighed, turning her head to the side as her horn began to glow. “Then I guess I’ll just have to force you!”



A teal beam shot through the air from Starlight Glimmer’s horn, only to part upon contact with Celestia’s shield. “What? How? You said—”



“Because you aren’t the most gifted unicorn in Canterlot, let alone in all of Equestria. I said you had a special gift, but it seems I was wrong.” Celestia sighed. “You were an average student in my school, Starlight. The only reason you did as well as you did was because of my personal guidance, which it seems was wasted on you. I chose you because of your name, nothing more. I hoped you would come to understand the magic of friendship better than Starswirl the Bearded did, as destiny said you might. But instead, it seems you can’t even understand yourself.”



“You’re lying! I figured out Starswirl’s spell, and you’re just jealous because I know more than you!”



Celestia set her mouth. “I may not understand Starswirl’s spell, but I understood what he stood for. Clover the Clever was his apprentice, and through her, harmony came to Equestria – not by making everypony the same, but by acknowledging the strengths of every kind and shape of pony. A lesson, it seems, you have never learned.”



A second teal blast struck Celestia’s shield, only to meet with the same fate as the first. “No! Why? It’s not fair!”



“Life isn’t fair, Starlight Glimmer. It came easy for myself and my sister. It came easy for my last student, Harvest Moon. I mastered the shield spell when I was twelve, my sister at eleven, he at fourteen. Is it fair that it is easier for some ponies than it is for others? Of course not.” Celestia shook her head. “But even the second most gifted unicorn I have ever seen lost when she confronted me, and was banished to the Moon.”



“No!” A third beam struck Celestia’s shield, then a fourth as Starlight Glimmer began to back away.



“I’m sorry I failed you.” Celestia’s shield fell after the fifth blast, only for a beam of yellow light to burst out, faster than the eye could see as it struck the bottles hanging over Starlight Glimmer’s back, shattering them. Shards of glass rained down on the pink pony’s back as the cutie marks flew through the air and returned to the flanks of their owners. The guardsponies looked at one another, then turned as a group on Starlight Shimmer.



“No! You’re wrong! Look at the spell—” Starlight Shimmer pulled the precious journal out of her saddlebags, only for Celestia to rip it away with her magic.



“No. You are no longer worthy of his magic.”



Starlight’s chest heaved before her horn began to glow again. Celestia’s shield burst into existence just as a great green glow swept across the entire hall, the guardsponies staggering, a few unicorns throwing up their shields at the last moment as the light swept past them.



When Celestia’s vision cleared, her student was gone.








“No.” Celestia tossed the folder aside. “No.” A second one joined the first. “No. No. No!”



“Princess? What are you doing here at this hour?”



Princess Celestia started at the voice behind her. “Ah. Headmistress Glamour. My apologies. I couldn’t find you in your office.”



“That’s because it is 2 am,” the Headmistress said flatly. “I came because one of the guards saw a light on in my office after I went home.”



“I’m sorry, Headmistress. I simply needed to examine the school records.”



“On Starlight Glimmer? I removed her file and sent it over to the castle.”



Celestia shook her head. “Not Starlight Glimmer. I was looking for somepony else.” The alicorn went back to riffling through the filing cabinet, scanning the names on each folder.



The headmistress sighed. “Do you know their name?”



“No. Something to do with the stars.” Celestia paused as she plucked out a folder. “Crepescular Illumination.”



Headmistress Glamour blinked owlishly. “And what business do you have with Miss Illumination?”



“I was thinking of taking her as my new student.”



The old unicorn stared. “Miss Illumination is near the bottom of her class. Might I ask why you have taken a special interest in her?” She stepped towards her princess before pausing, her eyes widening. “Princess, are you alright?”



“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”



Had she heard a tremor in her voice? Glamour’s eyes fell to Celestia’s hoof, still resting on the file drawer, as a quiet rattling reached her ears.



“I see. How about we share a cup of tea and quietly work things out? I’m sure you’d have a great deal you’d like to talk about, given today’s events.”



The princess shook her head. “I need to find the student I’m looking for. The safety of Equestria depends on it.”



“Of Equestria?” The headmistress shook her head. “Or are you merely trying to fill a hole in your heart? Don’t think I haven’t noticed the pattern with the names, Princess. My mother, Morning Glow. Harvest Moon. Starlight Glimmer. You’re trying to replace somepony.”



“I’m trying to find somepony!” The princess boomed, her hoof striking the floor. “Somepony who will save all of Equestria, according to an ancient prophecy.”



Mistress Glamour’s ears fell. “I see. And why do they need to have the right name?”



“On the longest day of the thousandth year, the stars will aid in her escape, and—”



“I see.” The headmistress sighed heavily as she walked over to her desk, sinking into her chair. “Princess Celestia. I understand that this is very important, but have you considered that you’re misunderstanding the prophecy? Any great student might be a star.”



Celestia nodded her head slowly. “I had been waiting to find the one who showed the most signs, but—”



“But you ran out of time.” The headmistress sighed, setting her hooves over her face.



“I made a mistake with Starlight Glimmer. A mistake I do not intend to repeat.”



“And yet, you were asking over Miss Illumination. Tsk.” The old unicorn slowly lowered her hooves from her face to look upon the even older alicorn. “If you’re going to look for somepony who is a star, you are looking in the wrong place. You have a star on your flank, after all.” She pointed her hoof at the sun emblazoned on Celestia’s white coat.



Celestia blinked. “Do you believe that I am the one of who the prophecy speaks?”



“Perhaps. Or perhaps somepony else.” Headmistress Glamour slowly rose from her chair and trundled over to the file cabinet, opening another drawer and pulling out a file before floating it over to Celestia.



“Sunset Shimmer?”



The headmistress nodded her head gravely. “She has a very special gift…”
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         In the magical land of Equestria, there are wonders both strange and exotic. Last lands filled with creatures that defy the imagination. Hidden cities rich with plunder and speckled with the remains of adventures foolhardy enough to blunder into the many traps to keep said plunder safe. Lost tomes detailing great magics whose workings remain lost to the world, save perhaps for the keen minds of the Princesses...and they are mares who jealously guard such secrets, for some magics are not meant for mortal ken.

    There is one magic, however, which is beyond even the knowledge of the Princesses. The only pony who truly understood Starswirls Fourth Axiom of Hyperphasic Dimensionality disappeared after an unfortunate incident with an overzealous barber. Understandable, as ‘Starswirl the Recently Bearded’ lacks a certain historical zest.

    Just behind the Fourth Axiom, however, is a magic far more mundane. A magic that permeates the land of Equestria, that produces an aura of control amongst the susceptible - which is nearly everypony above a certain age. The Princesses must know much about this magic, for they are amongst its most potent practitioners.

    With normal magic, the sort that fills the storybooks of eager fillies and colts, it is easy to identify the great and powerful. They don exotic clothing, dwell in far towers and lost castles, and keep strange pets whom yowl at all hours of the night. Usually. Some prefer the company of fuzzy, cuddly pets, like cats for whom a pony makes a most comfortable pillow. Cats whom have no trouble leaping onto the bed and daintily walking along limbs at any hour of the night to settle in a purring lump nearby. Cats who exert a dangerous mind control that allows them to so flagrantly violate the sovereignty of sleep and escape without penalty.

    Begone, Cats! This story is not about you. Nor is it about those terrible wielders of the arcane arts, many of whom are lost to time unless your name is Twilight Sparkle.

It would be possible to continue to remain cagey about the source of this mysterious magic. Indeed, in some cases, it would be enjoyable to do so - such as instances where you, dear reader, were not completely aware of what is to come. Unless there has been a colossal universal fluke, it can be assumed that you have read the title of this tale and thus await confirmation that yes, this is about pony posteriors.

And thus, let us delay no longer. The magic is that of pony rumps. Plump posh posteriors, ranging from the pert and perky, to the positively plush and pillowy. Potent Practitioners of the Posterior Powers can be found in any city or village, in the most innocuous of circumstances.

Consider the case of a mare who claims to be but a simple baker, who dwells within the town of Ponyville. Is it mere coincidence that this was where Twilight Sparkle too made her home, where Twilight Sparkle ascended to alicornhood, where the palace of the Princess of Friendship quite literally sprouted?

Mrs. Cup Cake, when confronted, was quite the master of evasion. “Dearie, I truly have no idea what you are talking about,” began her false claims of ignorance when asked to explain how she had become so magically adept. Ever-committed to her ruse, her cheeks turned the most lovely shade of rouge when it was pointed out her derriere was amongst Ponyville’s most notable assets. “Are you calling me fat?!” was the next wounded reply, and hasty backpedaling on the investigator’s behalf was finally met with an exasperated, “What sort of baker does not enjoy her own sweets?! Yes, I could stand to exercise more, but see how much energy you have for galloping about after you have twins!”

Wisely, the investigation was immediately changed from direct to clandestine to avoid the risk of further arousing her ire. Observation of the colts of Ponyville confirmed that the vast majority of them are in her thrall, as her travels through town draw their gaze, eyes wide and staring, minds clearly empty of thought. For now, she seems content to simply bask in her power without wielding it...yet should the day come that she desires more, I fear none can stand against her.

Mrs. Cake does not stand unopposed though. One brave mare conducts a one-pony crusade, an unending quest whose true purpose remains unknown to most. To Ponyville, Rarity is but a not-so-humble dressmaker, whose obsession with fashion is merely the fulfillment of her life’s ambition. Those who know better realize that she strives to suppress the hypnotic appeal of bottoms by concealing them within layers of clothing. In hiding them, they lose much of their potency, ruffled skirts concealing the hypnotic sway of hips. 

The entire fashion industry, indeed, is but a front for those ponies conducting a clandestine war against those who would use their beautiful booties to conquer Equestria. Centuries ago, they had hope of victory. There was a growing movement throughout the land to consider nudity indecent exposure. Newspapers, nobility, and notable notaries alike had banded together to petition for a new way of life.

    They would have succeeded, too, were it not for the sneaky ways of the royal pastry chef. The day before they were to present their petition was Princess Celestia’s birthday, and the chef made his move. A triple-layer fudge-raspberry-sprinkle delight, one large enough to feed an entire wedding...but this cake was his gift for Celestia alone.

    The next morning? The cake was gone. Celestia had a stomachache and cancelled court. The petition was rescheduled for a month later, and by then, Celestia’s bottom had begun its journey to its modern divine roundness.

    Princess Celestia claims benevolence, and rules with a velvet hoof...for no true opposition can rise so long as the mere shimmying of her flank can render the staunchest foe catatonic.

    Songs have been written, and will be written, about the Princesse’s plot. Poems, odes, stories, and of course, a great number of bawdy limericks whose recitation shall not be repeated here, for fear of offending the delicate sensibilities of those of tender mind and heart. Suffice to say that in the most lowbrow taverns of Canterlot, recitals do occur wherein the winner is he or she whom can pop the most monocles of the noblepony judges.They consider it great fun to slum amongst the bohemians who frequent such establishments, and all have a good time, save for those rare occasions the royal guard come tromping through and arrest everypony on trumped up charges of disturbing the peace.

    They are always released by the next morning, and naught is further said, but we know. It is a warning, a reminder that while a certain amount of comedic ribbing is allowed, even encouraged, some knowledge is to remain the exclusive purvey of those deemed worthy.

    Imagine, if you would, what would happen had the foes of Equestria mastered this art. How the wedding would have turned out if the entire Changeling Swarm had deployed bouncing black booties against the Elements of Harmony. There would have been no need to march Twilight and her friends under guard, for they would have followed without fuss and joined Celestia herself upon the ceiling.

    Imagine if the Trixie had chosen to focus on making her posterior as great and powerful as her persona. Imagine if Discord had…

    No, nevermind, do not imagine that. Forget that these words were ever written. Turn back, dear reader, there is only madness down that particular road.

    Instead, imagine what could have been if Nightmare Moon had adopted her moniker not due to the celestial orb, but rather due to her desire to shake her cinnamon buns. Then again, had Luna been a little more fond of sugar, had Luna harnessed this deep magic without ever realizing what she was up to, she never would have known the neglect and solitude that comes from lacking adequate junk in the trunk, as some may so crudely put it.

    A thousand years of suffering and solitude, caused by an over-reliance on proper diet and exercise. Truly, Celestia would come to be the wise one in her later years when she abandoned her martial youth for a more sedentary lifestyle.

    And now, a word from our sponsors :

    Do you lack a certain vim in your life? A certain vigor? Do you find yourself bereft of meaning? Do you feel JEALOUS of those who are more prosperous than you, because through luck were endowed with undeserved riches, talents, or other supposed ‘blessings’ that set them apart?

    How would you feel to find out there is a new way? We have founded a blessed commune where all are equal. Where all are free of the disharmony brought upon by ‘special talents’. We are not a cult! We promise! We have muffins! They are not very good muffins, but you will come to like them, we swear!

    Just take the train out to the end of the line, and take a short little walk, and ask for Miss Starlight Glimmer today! 

    Paid For By The Ponies Against Cutie Marks Commune

    There, is that not better? Advertising is a great way to break up an otherwise boring show, because it reminds us it could be much worse. We could be trapped for hours listening to ponies trying to sell us shaving cream and hoof oil. By comparison, this is wonderful! We promise. We aren’t being paid to shill whatsoever by the creators of the Flim-Flam Co Booty Grow.

    No, sweet reader. Our reputation means more to us than any amount of bits, even if that amount of bits is great enough to purchase a small island just off the coast of Baltimare where we may construct a secret laboratory and engage in unholy experiments in an attempt to harness this Booty Mark Magic for ourselves.

As a generous one-time offer, we will allow any who wish to utilize the phrase ‘Booty Mark Magic’ in their own writings. Consider it a gift, dear reader. A ‘we’re sorry’ for...unnamed crimes against Equestria.

We have gotten sidetracked. The fact is that when one looks at those mares in charge of Equestria, an inescapable conclusion arises : They do not rule because they are alicorns, or because they are possessed of some great magic.

Well, no. Actually, that is almost  certainly a major factor. BUT! Look at which ponies wield the most influence. Celestia, cake-lover that she is, is the de-facto head of Equestria. Years after her return, Princess Luna is still within her sister’s shadow. Yet Cadance and Twilight?

Those two do not even attempt to conceal that Celestia has brought them under her nefarious tutelage. They full nopony with the Sunshine Sunshine dance. It is a flaunting that they are the disciples of the Solar Princess, that they two aspire to hold sway over their own fiefdoms.

Twilight wasted no time recruiting when she was sent to Ponyville, you see. Applejack and Rainbow Dash, the elements of taut, trim fannies. Rarity, who was subverted, turned from her great crusade and distracted with shiny baubles. Where have her dreams of stardom gone? She may still talk the talk, but she walks a different walk. Pinkie Pie, who already was the disciple of Mrs. Cup Cake...and Fluttershy. We will not speak of Fluttershy for fear of bringing her wrath down upon us.

They say that Friendship is the strongest magic in Equestria. That is bollocks. The secret cult of pony plottists conspires in the shadows, always...thinging...and whatting. I...I...oh, hello there, Fluttershy. No! I was of course not speaking of you! Whyever would I do such a thing? No, please! I promise! It was a mistake! I was merely curious! I will burn all my writings! I swear! Don’t...don’t…

Dear Reader. If you have come across this manuscript, know that I was foolish. I was wrong. There is no conspiracy. These were but the words of a fevered mind. I am much better now. I am full of happiness and friendship. Friendship. The strongest magic of all. There is no other. Hello, Everyone, Let’s Play More Everyday.
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         Golden flames flickered in a compact hearth, filling the small house with soft, dancing light. A pale yellow pegasus hummed to herself while preparing two cups of hot cocoa. To save energy and conserve heat, her cloudhouse had been reshaped to encapsulate the kitchen, living room, and both beds within a single area.



She reached for a jar just as the howling wind rattled the kitchen window. With a sigh, she plopped two marshmallows into each wooden mug. She blew a tuft of pink-and-rose mane out of her eyes and hovered back to the hearth. After dropping onto the rug, she passed a handle toward a pale blue filly next to her.



Sensing the mare’s touchdown, the filly took the mug with both hooves. “Thank you, Mother.” She took a sip and smiled, drinking in both the nutty flavour and its delectable aroma.



“You’re welcome, my darling.” Her mother grinned and pecked the filly’s cheek. “I’m sorry you can’t go outside tonight. Truly. But it’s simply too cold. I don’t want you to freeze.”



“I know, Mother. But I just really wanted something for show and tell after the week’s end.”



The filly took another sip as she looked wistfully toward the rattling window. She closed her opaque eyes, held up her ears, and tried to imagine; beyond the swirling blizzard outside, she could still picture the night’s beautiful stars in her mind. And beyond the fire’s gentle crackle, she still heard them twinkling outside.



“Just think of the upside,” her mother said, taking a drink from her own cocoa. “At least winter is almost over. Soon enough, everypony will be happy again. No more blizzard. No more food rationing. Days and nights as warm as snuggling into your bed.”



The filly sighed. “Not everypony hates winter.”



“Oh, sweetie. Nopony hates the winter.” Her mother ran a hoof through the filly’s snow-white mane. “They just like the other seasons more. It’s not the same thing.”



“Really? It sure sounds like it.”



“I know it does. But you’ll understand someday.”



Three solid knocks came from the door. Both ponies jerked their heads toward it.



“I think somepony’s outside,” the filly said.



“I’m not sure, sweetie,” her mother replied. “It was probably just the wind, but I’ll check anyway. Nopony should be outside in this weather.”



The filly nodded and lowered her head as her mother rose up. She opened her mouth wide and placed a hoof over it. The hearth draped a blanket of heat over her, and Mother’s hot chocolate coated her insides with loving hugs. Her eyelids began to droop. Perhaps bed was a good idea after all.



“Oh my goodness!”



The filly’s ears shot up at her mother’s gasp.



“Good evening, fair Primrose. Pray, grant Us entry across your humble threshold?”



The filly spun on the spot, all thoughts of slumber dissolving from her mind. She knew that voice anywhere...



“Princess Luna!” She rushed toward the door and leapt into the air. Just as she trusted, Luna caught her in her outstretched hooves and pulled her in close with a chuckle.



“’Tis pleasurable to see you again, dear Snowdrop.”







Snowdrop’s smile never left her face as her favourite pony in the whole wide world talked about the hardships of ruling a kingdom. Unicorns were a bunch of pansy flowers when it came to cold weather, apparently. Not like her tough little best pegasus friend, she insisted.



“The self-entitled foals always demand more wood, more food, more clothes.” Luna snorted. “‘Why can our Princesses not bring forth Spring’s kisses early?’ ‘Why must we suffer this unnecessary season?’ ‘Surely our earthen brethren are capable of year-round production!’”



She sighed and leaned forward, resting her chin with both hooves upon the kitchen table. “Please forgive Our lengthy tirade, Our little ponies. We are… sorry to burden you with Our personal woes.” She lifted her own fresh cup of hot cocoa to her lips with her magic and drank deeply. “By the by, Miss Primrose,” she said after lowering the mug, “we are pleased with your specialty beverage. ’Tis a most delightful and heartwarming elixir you hath concocted. We would indeed appreciate a recipe to give to Our own castle staff.”



“Oh! Why, thank you kindly, Your Highness.” Primrose blushed away and held out her wings. “Have you both finished?”



Luna and Snowdrop’s mugs both floated toward Primrose, who grabbed them and trotted off to the sink.



“So, Princess,” she said after returning to the table. “It’s not every day we’re graced by a royal visit. Particularly an unannounced one. Not to imply that you need a reason to visit of course—my little Snowdrop loves seeing you—but, well, I’m sure you understand my query?”



Luna and Snowdrop shared wide smiles before Luna faced Primrose again. “What makest you so sure that We did not merely fancy an audience with Our favourite night-gazing enthusiast?” Luna said as she raised an eyebrow. She let two seconds pass before cracking her smile again. “Ah, please forgive Us. We could not resist a minor joke.” The smile faded, her expression serious once more. “Yes, you are correct. We must discuss a delicate matter with the pair of you. It is vital this conversation remain between the three of us.”



“What is it, Princess Luna?” Snowdrop leaned in closer.



“There is something I would ask of you, Snowdrop. Something that may possibly be—” Luna flicked her eyes up to meet Primrose’s “—quite dangerous.”



Primrose flinched.



“Rest assured that We would be with you every step of the way,” Luna continued, her eyes returning to Snowdrop. “We would be personally responsible for your safety.”



“Is this… some kind of mission, Princess Luna?” Snowdrop asked.



“Yes. A mission that—and We shall be honest here, up front—We suspect hast already claimed many lives.”



“What?” Primrose leapt back off her chair and hovered as it fell on its side. “Ponies have died on this errand? And you want my little Snowdrop to risk her life too?”



“Please, Miss Primrose. We are sure that she will be perfectly—”



“Safe?” Primrose cut Luna off with a wave of her hoof. “Like you failed to keep the others safe?”



“Mother—!” Primrose and Luna stared at Snowdrop, shivering in her seat “—please don’t shout.”



Both mares maintained eye contact, Luna’s chest out and Primrose flapping in place. Finally, Luna exhaled deeply at the same time Primrose descended to the floor.



“I apologise for my outburst, Princess,” she said, lowering her head. She walked up next to Snowdrop and wrapped her in a hug. “But... you must certainly have expected such a response. Whatever reason you have for wanting my daughter’s aid on this mission, you’re talking about placing her—my poor sightless filly—in danger.”



“It is… fine,” Luna said. “We are not as well accustomed to speaking with Our subjects as Our sister. She has a tendency to receive the bulk of attention wherever we go together.” She stood from the table. “Mayhap we gather about your hearth? We desire a chance to properly explain Ourselves, should you permit Us.”







“Our sister and We believe that it may be a hybrid abomination, left over from the Era of Discord. We first heard tell of the beast when a zebra emissary approached Our castle seeking royal audience. She claimed it was a matter of grave urgency.



“During the final vestiges of Discord’s reign, he created many foul creatures. Some were already long in existence before his time—such as my friends, the manticores—but he did also create other vicious and untameable monsters, though We shall not digress further. The emissary told Us of a night that one of their own—a yearling female named Jimembelee—went missing, soon after Discord visited their village. They searched the Everfree Forest for days, yet found no trace of her. All mourned her passing thereafter.



“Then, one night, years later… it came.”



Snowdrop gasped and huddled closer to Primrose on the rug. “W-what was… it, Princess?”



Luna shook her head. “The emissary could not say. All she told Us was that they heard a loud scream near midnight, followed by some hurried movement. When they investigated the scream… they found their chief medicine mare in her hut, frozen next to her fire. Not by ice... instead petrified in solid granite.”



Primrose recoiled. “What? This beast can turn living things into statues?”



“That appears to be the case, yes,” Luna said. “But that is not all. When they investigated come the early twilight, they found a long winding trail through the snow. We believe that whatever creature left said mysterious trail is responsible for the petrified shaman, and possibly the first mare’s disappearance years ago. Although, We admit We are perplexed by its motives.” 



Primrose slowly lowered her hoof from her mouth and looked down at her daughter. “So... what does this have to do with Snowdrop? Why should she be placed in such danger? Why can you not send some Royal Guard members to slay the beast?”



“That would be sending them to their doom. However, We hath reason to believe that dear Snowdrop is invulnerable to its curse.”



Luna flashed a brilliant smile at Snowdrop. “Snowdrop, my friend… verily, your greatest weakness is about to become your strongest asset.”








The next morning, dawn gleamed gently over the Everfree Forest, blanketed by feet of snow. Evergreen trees defied the season by greeting the Sun like an old friend. Other trees stood frozen, begging the sky for their clothes back.



At least, that was how Princess Luna described them to her fellow passenger. But Snowdrop could see it clearly in her mind, regardless. She appreciated Luna’s tale, the imagery, the way her gentle words painted a clear picture in her mind’s eye—the only one she had ever trusted.



The chariot landed in a clearing, normally invisible but for the stark conditions. Snowdrop clutched her brown cloak tighter as they came to a halt on the ground.



“P-Princess Luna? Can I get out now?”



“Yes, Snowdrop,” Luna said. “We hath arrived. Remember Our words about the ground.”



Snowdrop nodded and flapped her wings.



“To the right, then a slow descent.”



Snowdrop gasped as her hooves touched the ground. Surface snow was not like winter clouds at all; far from light, fluffy, and supportive, it crept up her legs and touched her belly.



“Brrrrrrr!” She shivered, leaping out of the snow and hanging in the air. “It’s really cold, Princess! I think I’d rather fly.”



Luna chuckled. “Fair enough. We wished for you to experience touching the ground first, but now, at Our behest, you may ride upon Our back if you desire.”



“Yes please, Princess. Thank you! This snow is… it’s really cold!” Snowdrop shared a giggle with Luna as the Princess levitated her onto the Royal Saddle.



“Thank you, gentlecolts,” she said to her chauffeurs. “You may return to Canterlot now.”



The Guards saluted and took to the air.



Luna watched them disappear over the forest’s canopy, then trudged forward through the snow. “The village of Zebrica lies ahead,” she said. “They hath lived there since before even We and Celestia were foals. They endeavour to keep Forest Everfree’s more wild denizens under control with their presence. They use secret, powerful magic to repel predators from their village borders and those of Everfree itself.”



“Powerful magic?” Snowdrop repeated. “That sounds amazing! But…” She put a hoof to her chin. “I wonder why they couldn’t stop this creature we’re looking for. Did their spells fail?”



“We cannot be sure as of yet, although neither We nor the zebras hath observed further dissent among Everfree’s beasts.” Luna frowned. “For all We know, this creature alone is impervious to the zebras’ safeguards.”



“Oh. Um, Princess Luna?”



“Yes, Snowdrop?”



Snowdrop shivered. “I’m… a little scared. You promise I’ll be okay?”



Luna stopped. Her aura enveloped Snowdrop, and a gentle, comfortable heat spell fell over both of them. “We swear, Snowdrop, Our beloved friend. I promised Lady Primrose—no creature, foul or fair, shall touch a hair in your wintry mane.”



Snowdrop smiled and rested her head against Luna’s neck.







“We hath arrived, Snowdrop. Awaken.”



“Hm?” Snowdrop’s ears perked as she raised her head and yawned. She caught snippets of speech in an odd accent, but could not decipher the words.



“Are you tired?” She eyed Snowdrop over her shoulder. “We hope you slept well last night.”



Snowdrop nodded. “Oh, I did. I could tell were there, guarding my dreams. But your saddle was just so—” she yawned, stretching her forelegs and wings “—comfy and warm…”



“We understand. But now you must be alert, for here in Zebrica will you will learn more about this dreadful abomination.”



“Okay. I’m awake now, Princess.”



Luna hummed and faced forward, continuing onto the centre of the village. Small huts spread out on either side, logs lashed with thick green vines and topped with snow-covered straw. Passing zebras stopped and bowed to Luna before going about their business, although more than a few eyed the curious blue filly with pale eyes on her back as the pair continued on.



Approaching the centre, Luna found less snow clinging to her hooves and more solid ground beneath them. A great fire pit surrounded by white rocks took up most of the square. Fallen pine trees devoid of branches lay helter-skelter around the pit. A stone well yawned out from the surface’s depths. Only a few zebras milled about; most who sighted Luna bowed before retreating.



A single mare trotted up to Luna and bowed. “Welcome, Princess of the Night. Might you aid us with our plight?”



“We fear that We may not, in this hour of need,” Luna said. She nuzzled Snowdrop “—off you get, little one,” she whispered “—But we doth bring a friend, who may yet indeed.” She winked at the mare.



“So polite, this Night Mare, who answers rhymes with rhymes.” The mare smiled eagerly as Snowdrop dismounted Luna’s back. “We welcome all who might see us through troubled times.” She beckoned to the visitors. “Come this way and you will know, what tragedy we have to show. My name is Kuongoza, your humble guide. Now I’ll lead you to the horror inside.”







The statue was cold to the touch. Not like the soft snow that hugged her belly, and not like a moonless Cloudsdale blizzard. It was different; it was the cold of preservation, of lifeless stone. It was more than the touch; it was the idea that set her quivering as she retracted her hoof from the shaman’s cheek. Was the life inside trapped, suspended, pleading with her for release behind the unmoving mouth? Or was it gone completely, shattered by cruel affliction?



For the first time, she blessed her curse. To witness this statue in a cruel, solid mimicry of flesh would have been too much to bear.



“Miss Kuongoza?”



Zebra and alicorn stopped talking. “What is it, my dear? What do you wish to hear?” came the lilting voice.



“Does this zebra have a name?”



She heard Kuongoza’s steps, and felt them through the floor until the zebra stopped next to her. “Her name is Zeeganga, little one. We mourn her now, life too soon done.”



“Zee-gaan-gah.” Snowdrop wrapped her tongue around the name, repeating it a few times. “I’ll remember it when I face this creature. Nopony deserves this.” She touched Zeeganga’s granite cheek and felt the vibration as Kuongoza touched the other. “I promise I’ll find what did this to you. Princess Luna will help me. And though I can’t see you right now, with my mind’s eye, I can see the horrified look on your face. Trapped in a silent scream. Begging for release even as I speak.”



She removed her hoof and spun toward the hut’s entrance. “I-I’ll do it, Princess Luna, Miss Kuongoza. If I’m the only one who can, like you say… then I need to try. Not just for her, but for all of you in Zebrica. I may not have working eyes, but I’ve relied on my ears all my life. The whispers as others passed us by… they’re scared. They don’t feel safe. They think they’re going to be next.



“Even for winter, the quietest season, your village is far too silent. No one wants to talk. They hide in their homes. Foals aren’t out playing, throwing snowballs at each other or making snow princesses. Even the winds refuse to blow. I don’t expect to hear bird calls or animal noises, but this village should be louder, happier, even just a little more lively.”



Snowdrop took a deep breath. “I’ll do it. I’ll bring that lively noise back to your village. I’ll make you all happy again.”



She heard Luna’s faint sigh, and imagined the waves of approval as they washed against the shores of her heart.








“The trail ends here.”



Snowdrop lifted her head as Luna’s gentle gait stopped. “So what do we do now, Princess?” she asked, dismounting from Luna’s saddle.



“There is no more trail to follow. Together we proceed in darkness. But first, We must cast a spell on you. If We are right about this creature’s identity, We too must blindfold Ourselves, yet We must also be able to see. Fear not, for We shall not leave your side.”



“What spell is it?”



The tinkle of magic reached her ears, and she heard something shift from under the saddle.



“Be not alarmed,” Luna said, placing a hoof on Snowdrop’s shoulder. “This spell will shock you, but We feel you will greater appreciate the surprise if you know not what comes. We ask you to trust Us.”



“I do trust you, Princess Luna. You’re my best friend.” Snowdrop leaned her head against Luna’s hoof. “Do anything you need to.”



“Thank you, Snowdrop. Now—” the familiar tinkle again “—brace yourself for the experience of a lifetime. This may sound redundant, but We ask you to close your eyes.”



Snowdrop nodded slowly, but did as she was told. A tingling sensation ran through her body, making her gasp, yet she did not object. Warmth spread from her hooves, to her gut, to her back, neck, tail, and finally her face. Two concentrated warm spots rested behind her useless eyes.



“Take a deep breath. And… open.”



Snowdrop opened her eyes.



“P-Princess Luna… I can… I can see! I can really see!!”



Tell Us, then, Our friend. What do you see?



Snowdrop gasped again. “Where are you, Princess? I heard your voice, but… it was inside my head. You never actually spoke.”



Focus, Snowdrop, came Luna’s voice again. Tell Us what you see.



“I… am I really this tall? I still feel really small, but my eyes—these eyes—tell another story. This is weird… I-I’m not sure I like this.”



Snowdrop watched as a midnight-blue leg came into view before her face.



This is not your leg, Snowdrop. ’Tis Our very own, in truth. Observe.



Snowdrop watched the leg move down. Her vision followed the hoof; it touched the shoulder of a small sky-blue filly with a mane as white as their surroundings. She shuddered under the second touch…  and gasped for the third time.



“W-what have you d-done to us? I can see, but… it’s not m-my own eyes seeing, is it?”



Correct. What you currently witness is Our own sight—for you see, Our spell has linked our minds together. But while you hath Our sight, you retain control and feel of your body. See for yourself.



“Um…”



Snowdrop took a step forward. From behind Luna’s eyes, she watched her own body walk forward. “This is… this is… just, wow. Your magic is incredible, Princess!” She took another few paces forward, watching her body approach the entrance of a gaping black mouth. There was no more snow at her hooves; she felt only hard stone beneath her steps.



“Do we have to go in there?”



Yes. This is where the beast’s trail ended. Luna paced forward and looked around, affording the filly sharing her sight to take in their surroundings. This is what snow looks like. These are trees, or what remains of their trunks. The big black mouth is called a cave. The thing coming out of the cave is darkness… We imagine that must be what you see at all times?



“Yes,” Snowdrop said. “Darkness… all my life. Never any light. Never any clouds, or trees, or fire… No light. No wonderful light. I don’t even know what my own mother looks like...”



Snowdrop watched her head turn, and for the first time in her life, she saw herself. She smiled, even as her opaque eyes glistened with tears.



“Thank you, Princess Luna,” she said, watching her mouth form the words. “Thank you for this wonderful gift.” She wiped a let across her face and sniffed, then faced the all-too-familiar darkness and set her expression.



“Let’s do this.”







Snowdrop walked at Luna’s side into the dark. It was still the most odd sensation, knowing she was walking next to her actual line of sight. Luna’s horn illuminated the dark, a gentle blue glow granting a few yards of visibility through the endless gloom, and yet… somehow she felt more helpless than ever. It was the most curious thing.



“Princess?” she whispered, her voice loud enough in the crushing silence. “Can I tell you something? It’s going to sound strange, but please just listen.”



As you wish, came Luna’s reply. What ails you?



“Well… first, I just want you to know that I’m so happy to finally see for the first time. This is the greatest gift anypony has ever given me, apart from your beautiful twinkling stars. And I really do appreciate it…” Snowdrop bit her lip before continuing, “But here in this place, this dark cave, I feel even more helpless. I can see, and yet our vision is restricted by darkness anyway. I just can’t help but feel like… like being able to see in here doesn’t help me at all.”



Snowdrop. Are you saying you desire… not to see anymore? To be blind once again, though this pseudo-sight be within my power to maintain?



“But, Princess… like I said, seeing is wonderful, but I always did fine without it. I’ve never truly been blind—I see that now. I have my hearing, and my sense of touch. Being able to see through your eyes has opened my own. I can’t focus properly on other things while your sight distracts me. Like the way our hooves echo with every step, or water dripping from the ceiling to the ground.



“So please, Princess Luna. As much as I love you for this wonderful gift… I-I can’t accept it any longer. I want to be me again, regular old sightless Snowdrop, who sees nothing but hears and feels everything.”



The pair were silent for some time before Snowdrop saw Luna pick her small blue body up and press her into her chest. Snowdrop’s vision went dark as Luna closed her eyes.



You hath opened Our eyes as well, dear friend. We will of course adhere to your wishes.



The warmth behind Snowdrop’s eyes faded, the rest of her body tingling until finally she blinked her own eyes. She heard Luna’s quiet sobbing. She smelled the cave’s frosty chill  She felt the beating heart in the princess’s warm chest, and a drop of liquid on her face. She tasted salt.



She saw nothing. It didn’t matter.







“It is up ahead, Snowdrop. Proceed with caution—We will stay by your side.”



Snowdrop acknowledged Luna’s whisper, and strode forth, her steps echoing louder as she advanced. Her ears perked at the sound of slithering, and she came to an abrupt halt. The slithering also stopped, although she could sense… something staring back at her.



“P-Princess? What is it?” Even her low voice echoed in this place. It had to be a giant empty chamber of some kind.



“It is as We expected,” Luna whispered. “Do not fear. There is a beast looking right at you, barely a length from your face.”



“I can feel it there. Like it desperately wants me to see it. There’s magic there… some evil magic. I…’ Snowdrop shivered and took a step back. “I don’t like it, Princess. It keeps staring, and staring…”



She felt the comforting hoof on her shoulder.



“It cannot hurt you. It will not attack you, We promise. It will stare and stare until you succumb, but you never will. Being unable to see its evil, life-ending gaze makes you stronger now than anypony else in Equestria. Through sheer fate, you and you alone are immune to the petrifying stare... of the foul Cockatrice.”



“A Cockatrice?” Snowdrop repeated. “Is that some kind of chicken?”



“In part. It bears a chicken’s head, atop a serpent’s slippery, scaly body. ’Tis an abomination from the beginning of time. We thought We had sealed it away for good, however the mad god Discord must hath released it before Sister and We used the Elements of Harmony to imprison him. This was not so long ago—verily but a few years after your birth.”



“So this is what petrified poor Zeeganga then.” Snowdrop glared at the dark magic’s presence. “How dare you! I don’t care what reason you have for freezing living things like that. You’re destroying lives, and you need to stop!”



The magic intensified, washing over Snowdrop. That unseen gaze was not only compelling; it was cold, lifeless… just like Zeeganga’s statue. Her fur stood on end. A tremor ran through her body, but still she held her ground.



“What you are doing is wrong, and unnatural. You need to stop.”



She thrust her head forward into the Cockatrice’s face and gave her coldest stare in return. She heard something shatter… and felt the dark magic dissipate. She heard Luna’s gasp over the frenzied screeching filling the chamber.



“We… We cannot believe Our eyes! Yet it hath occurred clear as Sky Mirror Lake before us. Snowdrop…” Luna panted for a moment. “You hath broken the Cockatrice’s sight. We never thought such a thing possible in all Our long life.”



“I b-broke it? Oh no!” Snowdrop covered her mouth. “Is it okay? I-I didn’t mean to hurt it—”



“It is fine and well, Snowdrop. Fear not—it hath merely lost its nefarious ability.”



“Oh.” Snowdrop turned to Luna. “Well… is that it? Are we finished our job? Do we return to Zebrica and—”



“Ssso, the pair of you came from Zebricaaa…”



The serpentine hiss filled both ponies’ ears.



Snowdrop’s blood turned to ice. “H-hello? Who’s there?”



“Do not feign ignorance! I know the pair of you follow in the hoofsssteps of your predecessssors. You ssseek to drag my vanquishhhed corpssse back to parade your victory in front of the othersss… victory over the Mistresss of Ssstone.”



“What be thou exactly, Mistress?” Luna asked. “Thou shalt answer to thy Princess of the… Ni… Ni…”



Luna’s voice faded as a crackling sound replaced it.



A powerful laugh broke the new silence. “Sssuch a loudmouth, younger sssister of Celessstiaaa. You do well to remain sssilent in my domain.”



“Princess?” Snowdrop reached out to touch Luna’s leg. She recoiled, feeling not comforting fur but hard granite. “N-no… oh please, no! Not my best friend in all of Equestria!”



“You turn, foalishhh filly. Look upon your demissse and leave me be.”



There was the dark magic again. This time it swept over her, far colder than the Cockatrice’s stare; she was drowning in a tub of ice cubes, a chill more freezing than any winter from her past.



But Snowdrop thought of Princess Luna, of Zeeganga, of Zebrica… and her mother. Eyes set, she stood her ground, wings spread and knees bent.



“What isss thisss?” the serpent hissed. “You ssshould have turned to ssstone. No living being can bear to gaze upon my face.”



“Is that true?” Snowdrop challenged. “Then tell me, Mistress of Stone, why you can’t petrify me, a small helpless filly, when you can stop even a princess in mid-sentence.”



The chill devouring her bones clawed deeper still, and her teeth began to chatter. She rustled her wings and shivered, but the cold came from within now and spread through her body. It clasped her heart, and poised to sink its fangs in.



Then, the cold lifted.



“You… there’s sssomething about you, little one. No creature hasss ever ssstood againssst me like you have today. I would know your sssecret.”



Snowdrop breathed a heavy sigh, relishing the cold cavern air like the Sun rising on a summer’s day. She bowed her head. “I’ll tell you my secret, Mistress of Stone,” she said quietly. She lifted her head again, to hopefully stare at her company’s face.



“But only if you tell me your secrets first.”








The blind pony and the Mistress of Stone talked long into the day. In the dark, quiet cavern, the Mistress wove her tale of woe. How she had been propositioned by the mad god, for he was so taken with her beauty and desired her for his own. How she had told him in no uncertain terms that she would ‘rather stare at a boulder for the rest of her days, than allow another second for him to meet her gaze.’ How she had gone missing, foalnapped by the mad god himself, who transformed her into such a hideous creature and ironically ‘blessed’ her with exactly what she wished for.



When she finished, Snowdrop told her tale as well. She was born different from everypony else, but she had done her best to not let it get her down, instead relying on her other senses. Just the previous year, she had discovered her special talent—making snowflakes—inspired by Princess Luna’s magnificent night sky. Though she had never seen the sky, it still held beauty in her mind’s eye, and she heard the stars twinkle gently every night. Everypony liked winter a little more because of her. Just a little.







Snowdrop clung to the Mistress’ undulating stony body as she weaved through the snow. It was a curious sensation, that of moving back and forth, left and right. It reminded her of being on a swingset, only sideways instead of up and down.



The afternoon wore on, until a crimson sky welcomed them back to Zebrica’s outskirts.  



“We have arrived. I dare not approach Zebricaaa any clossser.”



Snowdrop looked up at her guide. “Why not? I’m sure that once we tell them you’re not—”



“No, Sssnowdrop, my friend. I appreciate your kindnessss today, but they would sssooner ssskin me than accept me. Essspecially sssince you have returned without your Princessss. You mussst return alone to tell my ssstory.”



“But—”



“It mussst be ssso! I will hear no more about it.” The Mistress grabbed Snowdrop in her claws and lifted her down to the slushy ground. “I trussst you to keep your word, if only to sssave your preciousss princesss. Now go: tell them the ssstory, and pray they lisssten. Whatever happensss, I… am grateful to have met you, little one. Whoever thought the blind had better visssion than anypony elssse?”



Snowdrop sighed, then nodded and looked up. “It was… interesting to meet you too, Mistress. Don’t worry—I promise we’ll find a way to help you. Oh!”



“‘Oh’?”



“Yes, ‘oh’.” Snowdrop gripped the knot around her barrel and pulled. “Take this. It might come in useful later, if certain ponies see you wearing it.” Without a second thought,  she tied her cloak around one of the Mistresses’ arms. “It’s extra special, so take good care of it, okay?”



The Mistress ran a single talon gently through Snowdrop’s snowy mane. “Of courssse I will. And from thisss day forth, whatever happensss—or doesssn’t—to me in the future, little blind Sssnowdrop will alwaysss have an extra ssspecial place in my heart. The heart of a monster… but also a mare.”



She called her final words as her slithering retreated. “Fate has a twisssted sssense of humour. Imagine: two blind creaturesss able to see far more about each other than even their own familiesss...”








Snowdrop shared her tale with the zebras, and in the morning after a long rest, she and Kuongoza departed for Canterlot. By dusk, they had alerted Princess Celestia to her sister’s whereabouts and condition.



The very next morning, Celestia readied the Elements of Harmony and flew to the Everfree Forest. She landed in Zebrica, bearing three blindfolds and the Elements in a large saddlebag. She, Snowdrop, and Kuongoza set off for the cave.



Snowdrop entered first; Celestia followed, Kuongoza making up the tail. Both mares were blindfolded. Once they reached the end chamber, Celestia placed the third blindfold over Luna’s eyes. Much to their surprise, the Mistress of Stone had wrapped Snowdrop’s cloak about her own eyes in preparation.



Snowdrop and the Mistress of Stone quaked and held each other while the Elements poured forth their power to reanimate Princess Luna. Snowdrop filled Luna in on all that had happened, and when she had finally calmed herself, she relented to sharing the Elements’ power. Together, they cast the spell again; two sisters united in a single cause.



The sheer amount of magic washing over the Mistress made Snowdrop’s fur stand on end.



“Mistress?” she asked tentatively when it was over and her mane had settled down. “Are you okay? Did the Elements of Harmony... help you?”



Hoofsteps in the dark. A touch upon her shoulder, followed by a tight hug.



“My friend, I owe you more than my own life. I feared I’d never be rid of such strife.” She pulled out of the hug and turned to Kuongoza, whose mouth was shifting for no apparent reason.



“Mother, it’s Jiwembelee. Do you... remember me?”








The class sat completely dumbstruck. Miss Windith, Cirrus—even Cumulo Nimbus held her tongue as Snowdrop’s story ended. Were it the right season, Snowdrop had no doubt the crickets would be chirping long and loud.



“So, everypony, that was my weekend with the Princesses, the zebras, and a Gorgon. Who’s up next for show and tell?”
      

      
   
      The Finals


      

      
      
         ”First call for the one hundred meter dash finals.”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly. One hundred meters between me, the finish line, and racing glory.



And the other seven ponies in the race. Like Spitfire over there. I can’t compete with the captain of the Wonderbolts, and on top of that, she’s my hero. I idolize her. I don’t race against her. How am I supposed to deal with that? Or even the other Wonderbolts, for that matter. They’re the best, and I’m just some no-name scrub. I don’t belong in this field.



“Hey, you’re Rainbow Dash, right?”



“Huh?” Someone recognized me and called out to me? In this field? “Oh, yeah, that’s me. Fastest flier in all of Equestria.” That’s always sounded better in my head. Geez, how can I even say that in this field, and to the guy who had by far the fastest prelim time? This Bolt guy is probably gonna win with a time like that, even against Spitfire and the Wonderbolts. Little old me is hardly impressive enough to even make that claim. You’re such a moron, Dash.



“Fastest, huh? We’ll see about that.” Bolt chuckled. “Anywho, I heard an interesting story about you just now. They said you played a big role in stopping Nightmare Moon.”



“Oh, that? It was nothing. Really, it was Twilight who did everything. I was just along for the ride,” Rainbow said.



“That’s not what I heard. I heard you all wielded the Elements of Harmony, and that makes you an Element. That’s a pretty big deal.”



“Well, I guess when you put it that way, I guess I am pretty awesome, heh.”



“You bet. Good luck in the finals. I expect some good competition from ‘the fastest flier in all of Equestria’,” he called as he flew off.



“Yeah, good luck to you too.” Not that you’ll need it. You’re gonna do great, and you’ll get good competition, but it won’t be from me. I don’t stand a chance against this field.



Rainbow Dash continued to mutter to herself as she paced up and down the field, occasionally stopping to stretch the same leg over and over. She was so absorbed in her pacing that she didn’t notice Fluttershy had walked up to her.



“Uh, Rainbow, you don’t look so good, and you’ve stretched that leg five times already. Are the nerves getting to you?”



“Huh? Fluttershy? When did you get here?”



“I’ve been here, watching you pace. Are you sure you’re okay? It’s a really big race, so it’s okay if you’re nervous.”



“Nervous? About what? I’m the fastest flier in all of Equestria, ‘Shy! I got this one in the bag.”



“If you say so. But if you have it ‘in the bag,’ why are you pacing so much? Are you worried about the competition in this really tough race?”



Rainbow Dash sighed. “You’re right. I’m doomed. I can’t compete at this level with these ponies. They’ll destroy me!”



“Now now, Rainbow,” Fluttershy said. “You’ve been training really hard for so long. You’re ready for this race, and you’re ready to compete against these ponies. And don’t forget that you have friends here to support you no matter the outcome.”



”Second call for the one hundred meter dash finals.”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly. “I have been training really hard, haven’t I?” She exhaled again. “Thanks for the pick-me-up, ‘Shy. I really needed it.”



“Anything for a friend.”



“Anyway, I better head to the starting area to finish stretching and get checked in. I’ll see you after I win the race.” Rainbow winked at Fluttershy before flying off.



“Good luck! I think you’ll do just fine.”



She’s right. I am ready for this. Not even Nightmare Moon could get in my way. This is my time to show that I am the fastest flier in all of Equestria. It’s the moment I’ve been waiting for. I can do this.



She landed at the check-in tent. “Hey, I’m here to check-in for the hundred meter finals.”



“Name?”



“Dash. Rainbow Dash.” Rainbow flashed a grin at the check-in pony.



“Uh huh. Here’s your number. You’re in lane seven. Good luck.”



“Thanks.” Not that I’ll need it. I am so prepared for this!



“Hey, wait, aren’t you one of them Elements of Harmony?” asked the check-in pony.



“Yeah, that’s me. Rainbow Dash, the Element of Loyalty.”



“Well ain’t that somethin’. An honest to Celestia Element of Harmony competing in the Vanhoover Relays. I expect a good race from you then, Miss Dash.”



“Heh, you bet.”



Rainbow flew off to a mostly empty part of the field and started going through her stretching routine. Okay, lane seven. I can deal with this. Spitfire’s in four, and Bolt’s in five. They’re close enough that I’ll be able to see them out of the corner of my eye. 



Rainbow paused mid-stretch. Then again, since I am the fastest flier, I shouldn’t see anyone in the corner of my eye. I’ll be too far ahead. 



“Deep in thought before the race, huh?” Spitfire asked as she lands close by, immediately starting her own stretching routine.



“Heh, yeah. Gotta figure out the best way to win. I mean, I am going to win, so I might as well do it in style.”



“Oooh, confidence and flair? I like that in the competition, especially from a new face. You got a bright future ahead of you.”



“Heh, you bet I do.” Oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh! She thinks that not only am I gonna do great this race, but I’m gonna do great in future races? That there are going to be future races? Oh my gosh oh my gosh!



The two finished stretching in silence, focused solely on getting ready for the race.



”Third and final call for the one hundred meter dash finals.”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly.



“Well, I better make my way to the starting line. Good luck,” Spitfire said.



“Thanks. You too.”



Rainbow finished the last of her stretching alone and flew over to the starting area alone.



Bah, who am I kidding? I can’t fool anyone else, let alone myself. I don’t stand a chance. I’ve never competed on this level before. These other ponies have been doing this for a long time. They know what they’re doing.



Me? I’m just some upstart kid putting on a show. I’m not the fastest flier in Equestria. I have no idea what I’m doing, and I’m definitely not ready for a stage like this. There must be at least a few thousand ponies in the crowd, and this is the event they’ve been waiting for. This is the event for the meet. ‘Will the Wonderbolts make a clean sweep, or will Bolt steal the show?’ That was the headline. That’s what people came to see. I’m just some pony from some small town. I’m not headline material.



I’m not ready for a stage this big. Rainbow shook her head. “Bah, why did I even show up here? What’s the point? I’m just gonna lose.”



“But what if I PR? Is that pointless?”



“No, the whole point is to win!”



“Isn’t a flying a PR ‘winning’?”



“Not on this stage! It’s all about winning here!”



“But what if there is no stage?” 



[i]Bleh, arguing with myself isn’t going to get anywhere. Let’s just get to the starting line and get this over with. The sooner this is over, the sooner I can go home and hide in shame.” Rainbow sighed and slowly flew over to the starting line. 



Everyone expects so much of me. ‘You’re an Element of Harmony? You better do great.’ ‘Oh, confidence and flair? I expect great things from your future.’ Meanwhile, I go around calling myself the fastest flier in all of Equestria. All this pressure, all these expectations… I’ve set myself up for nothing but failure. That’s all I am and all I will be after this. An expectation doomed to fall short.



“Fliers to the starting line.”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly. 



That’s what I need to be doing. Rainbow exhaled again. I need to calm myself.



Now is not the time to be panicking, Dash. Stop your nonsense and get yourself in the race. There’s no going back now. The competition is what it is. The crowd is what it is. The expectations are what they are. Stop worrying about it so much.



You’ve been saying all along that you’re the fastest flier in all of Equestria. Now’s your chance to prove it, Dash. Don’t mess it up.



“Of course I’ll mess it up.” Rainbow’s voice was barely louder than a whisper. “What do I know about going fast?”



What did I say about your nonsense? Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’re an Element of Harmony. You stopped Nightmare Moon. You’ve faced tougher spots than this. Get yourself ready for the race. We both know you’re physically ready for the race. You need to get mentally ready, too. You know you know a lot about going fast, so stop telling yourself otherwise.



“But what if I mess up? What if I don’t go fast enough?”



Then you pick yourself up and try again. You’ll train harder. You’ll work more on starting from blocks. And perhaps you’ll even talk to Twilight about mental preparation. That egghead is sure to know something about this. She knows everything. And maybe Applejack can help with your diet. You have a lot of new friends who know a lot of different things. Even if it’s just the support that Fluttershy offers by coming to the meet and cheering you on, at the end of the day, your friends will be there for you. It’s not just you out there, just like it wasn’t just Twilight facing down Nightmare Moon.



“Yeah, I’m right. Heh.” Rainbow grinned. “I guess arguing with myself did work.”



”On your marks!”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly. She stretched her back legs as she settled into her blocks. You’ve worked hard for this moment, Dash. This is what you’ve been training for.



Look at those guys over there. Spitfire, Soarin, Bolt. Those jokers won’t know what hit ‘em.



“Yeah.”



You know you can beat them. Your PR isn’t too far off from their best times this season. You’ve trained really hard since you qualified for this meet, and you showed you belonged during prelims. Now it’s time to show that you belong among the best and the fastest.



“Yeah!”



Now look at that crowd over there. You saw the headlines. They saw the headlines. They’re all gonna be watching Spitfire and Bolt. Make them watch you. Show them what the Element of Loyalty can do.



And there’s Fluttershy. She came all the way over here to Vanhoover just to cheer you on. With support like that, you’re in great shape.



Now breathe. Calm yourself. Focus up. And get ready to fly.



”Get set!”



The crowd cheered. This is it. Rainbow Dash exhaled slowly. The field is empty. The stands are empty. I’m all alone. It’s just me, the gun, and the finish line. One hundred meters between me and the next repeat. That’s all this is. Another day at practice. Another chance to get better. Another chance to get faster. Another chance to PR. And when it’s all over, I’ll get to go home and celebrate with my friends. I bet Pinkie already has a party planned. I bet it’s the “Rainbow Dash is the fastest flier in all of Equestria” party. Yeah, that sounds great, doesn’t it? It’s time to go fast so she’s not wrong.



Rainbow exhaled again. I’ve worked hard, and this is my chance to see that work pay off. That’s all this is. A time trial. A race between myself and my seven fastest times. I better win.



But of course I will. I’m Rainbow Dash. I’m the fastest flier in all of Equestria.



The gun fired.



Rainbow Dash grinned.
      

      
   
      What It Means to Grow Up


      

      
      
         If she closed her eyes and listened to the rise and fall of Scootaloo’s breathing, she could almost imagine she was at a Crusaders’ sleepover. Yes, that was right. She was curled up in a sleeping bag with her best friend, because of course Scootaloo had forgotten to bring her own, and the three of them were so exhausted from staying up discussing new plans to get their cutie marks that Apple Bloom had fallen asleep the moment her head hit the pillow, and Scootaloo had followed soon after. If Sweetie couldn’t sleep yet, it was because she was still thinking of new ideas, or reflecting on the ones they’d discussed.



It wasn’t because she regretted it.



Besides, there was nothing to regret. She was at a sleepover with her friends, that was all, just like all the times they had gotten together over the years, and any minute now Apple Bloom would start snoring. That was why she couldn’t sleep—without that sound, that comforting, familiar, godawful sound, Sweetie Belle didn’t quite feel like she could believe the sleepover was happening again.



She felt Scootaloo squirm a little by her side, snuggling closer to her and almost sighing in her sleep. She looked peaceful, with that cute little smile of hers and the way her nose scrunched up just a little. Sweetie Belle smiled at the sight of it, but it was an empty smile, and did nothing to calm her thoughts.



With some effort, she closed her eyes again, willing her thoughts to ignore the warmth of the pegasus snuggled into her side, the soft, thick duvet above them trapping the heat and magnifying it until it was all she felt besides the cool air on her face. She would forget about that, because she was at a sleepover, and she needed to think of ways they could get their cutie marks for the morning.



It was a lot harder to think of activities that might be your special talent when you already knew what that talent was. But then, didn’t their cutie marks seem so obvious in hindsight? Hell, she’d spoken with Princess Twilight not too long after she’d found hers, and it seemed that she and her friends (even her own sister!) had not only figured it out years beforehand, but placed bets on how long it would take, who would find out first… silly little things like that.



But they could always try base jumping! That would be fun, right? And they’d be sure to get their cutie marks in that.



She wanted to roll over, onto her side, to turn away from Scootaloo’s heat and hide her face from the pegasus in case she woke up. But she couldn’t—the grip of Scootaloo’s embrace, though not crushing, was tight enough that she doubted she could do it without waking her sleeping friend.



Friend. That was right, her friend. Her oldest friend, whom she had known since before she could remember, who could bring a smile to her face just by being there when she was down. That was all: her sleeping, silly, beautiful friend.



Her stomach was churning. She could feel it, beneath the heavy embrace of Scootaloo’s foreleg, wriggling and writhing. There was a sharp, acidic burn in the back of her throat, and she clamped her teeth tight together, her lips taut, as if clenching her jaw would somehow keep the nausea at bay. It was too hot—she lightly kicked at the duvet above her once, twice, three times… until at last it flopped back down not onto her but on Scootaloo, doubling the weight on her friend but leaving her exposed to the cold night air. She regretted it at once, the clammy, moist sweat that stuck to her coat chilling at once, and if it weren’t for the warm body pressed up against her, Sweetie Belle was sure that she would be shivering.



It was all because it had been so hot under the duv– inside the sleeping bag. Yes, so she had climbed out of it as carefully as she could, careful not to disturb the sleeping filly next to her, who had already leaned back against her in her sleep.



And if she closed her eyes, and focused hard enough on the rise and fall of Scootaloo’s breathing, she could almost hear Apple Bloom snore.








“Sweetie? You awake?”



Scootaloo’s voice was little more than a whisper, a mumble in the dark that could really have been anything, but Sweetie Belle recognised it all the same. Not trusting herself to open her mouth, she nodded stiffly, hoping Scootaloo was at least able to feel the movement if she couldn’t see in the darkness. She felt the pegasus beside her stir, the tight grip sliding off and cool air flowing in between them; she shivered, but only a little, and rolled onto her side to face her friend.



Scootaloo looked tired, but she didn’t look like she was going to throw up. Maybe it was just her? Maybe Scootaloo didn’t feel the heat, or was more used to it?



“Did I wake you up?” she asked. Scootaloo smiled sleepily and shook her head, blinking.



“No,” she whispered, not that she needed to. “I just sorta woke up by myself, I think. You get any sleep yet?”



Sweetie Belle considered lying for a moment, and was opening her mouth to say that she’d managed to get a few hours’ shut-eye when she felt her head begin to shake side-to-side. She let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding, her eyes closing of their own accord to hide the water that was starting to well up… but it was no use. She could feel the warm, damp tears dripping from her face to the pillow below.



In the dark before her, she could hear a sharp intake of breath and the scramble of a body across a soft, springy mattress, its motion damped by doubly-thick duvet. Soon enough, the heat of Scootaloo was wrapped around her again, and her stomach churned at the comfort she found in that. She buried her face in the soft bristles of Scootaloo’s mane and wept, the gentle circles rubbed into her back a welcome relief and a damning reminder.



She tried to calm herself down, to keep her thoughts together. Had Rarity not always said that to be nervous about this was natural, that even she had been nervous? Sweetie Belle clung to that thought, desperate to remind herself that this was a perfectly ordinary reaction, that she wasn’t a horrible pony for feeling sick at a time like this. After all, she often got butterflies when she was feeling nervous—hell, even now she still got them before going up on stage at a concert.



Only that wasn’t quite the same. Sure, being nervous could make her stomach feel all flittery and light as a breezie’s wings, but it didn’t churn. She didn’t have to bite back the sting of acid in the back of her throat. Forget butterflies in her stomach: Sweetie Belle felt as if she were going to throw up.



She clung tighter to Scootaloo, shaking not with the cold but with fear and tension and regret and exhaustion and fear and regret and fear and fear



A light touch of lips on her cheek; the soft, gentle warmth of breath that wasn’t hers. Sweetie’s own breath had caught in her throat, just beneath the burn, and her runaway thoughts ground to a sudden stop. Everything was quiet. Everything was warm.



She tilted her own head down, catching Scootaloo’s wayward lips with her own. She felt her body be pulled into Scootaloo’s (or had she pulled Scootaloo’s to herself?) and the soft fur of her belly rubbing against her. Their legs wrapped around each other, and Sweetie Belle closed her eyes. 



Everything was Scootaloo. Her breath was filled with the mare’s scent, her hooves traced invisible lines through the mare’s fur, her tongue was tangled in Scootaloo’s own and every movement brought her taste to the front of her mind. And all around her, too, Scootaloo’s warmth pressed in on her, whether it was her wings that, extended, wrapped around her, or her lips pressed so fiercely against her own, or her hooves that circled hungrily down her sides…

 

Sweetie pushed away, gasping for shaking breath, her lip caught not in Scootaloo’s teeth but in her own. She rolled onto her other side, turning away, hiding her eyes because she could already feel the tears welling up once more.



“Sweetie?” She wasn’t at a sleepover. She couldn’t just dream this away—it wasn’t as if she could simply play make-believe and undo what had been done. She was a mare, now. She was responsible.



She could feel the tentative reach of Scootaloo’s hooves, the lightest brush of fur against her coat as her best friend—her marefriend—weighed up the choice of keeping her distance or offering reassurance. She wanted to snuggle back into her, to feel Scootaloo’s warmth again, to be held… but she couldn’t. Some irrational thought in her mind, the same irrational thought that made her stomach churn and roil, held her still, shaking with the cold and the fear.



“Sweetie Belle, please, what’s wrong?” The softest whisper behind her, a plea. Was Scootaloo as frightened as she was, now? “Please, tell me. Did I do something wrong?”



She wanted to shake her head, to say no, to do anything to reassure the mare who lay behind her, pleading. But she couldn’t, no matter how much she wanted to. Her mind kept replaying the same moments over and over again in her head, and the moments that should have left her heart fluttering and a wide, dopey smile on her face instead wrenched at her heart and left her with a bitter taste in her mouth. Before, she had expected things to be so wonderfully happy, so perfectly romantic, so great…



“Please, you’re starting to scare me. Please just say something, say anything, please.”



She regretted it. After all the years of waiting for the right mare, and all the months and months of taking things slowly; after all the times Rarity had told her how important it was to be ready for this, how certain she should be of herself and of Scootaloo; after all the times she’d said no when things had started to get heated between them… somehow Sweetie Belle still hadn’t been ready, even if she thought she was.



“Please, Sweetie Belle. I’m scared. Just say something. Tell me what’s wrong and I swear we can fix it, alright? Just please say something.”



Every tiny ounce of her being was screaming inwardly, yelling and shouting and trying to pull herself apart, trying to take back what had been done and make her young again. But she wasn’t a filly, and this wasn’t a sleepover with her friends, and now she had to live with her choices.



That was what growing up was all about, wasn’t it? It was never about finding her cutie marks, or getting her first kiss, or, hell, even her first time. It wasn’t a lack of a cutie mark that made you a child, because Celestia knew they had still been childish long after they found those, but a lack of responsibility.



“I’m sorry,” she whispered into the silent dark. There was a rustle behind her, the sound of a pony rummaging beneath a duvet, throwing it about as she wriggled, and then Scootaloo’s forelegs were wrapped around her. This wasn’t like the last embrace, with its hungry, urgent pulls and grabs; this was a gentle hold, little more than a hoof draped on her shoulders, and it settled her stomach more than any tablets or pills ever could.



“You don’t have to be sorry,” Scootaloo whispered, her breath warm on the back of her neck, tickling her. Sweetie Belle almost giggled. “You have nothing to be sorry for; you’re the one who’s crying.”



Sweetie Belle leaned backwards into Scootaloo and smiled softly to herself. “Not any more.”



Maybe, she thought, they’d need to talk in the morning about lines they’d crossed and things they’d done. Maybe that conversation would be difficult, challenging them both and forcing them to see the world at the other’s pace. And maybe, just maybe, she would have to ask Scootaloo to wait some more. But for now, Sweetie Belle relaxed in her lover’s embrace and pushed all thoughts of regret and shame from her mind, closing her eyes and letting the weight of sleep fall comfortably across her, like the duvet that Scootaloo threw back across them, and she smiled.



There would be time for regret later—for now, sleep beckoned.
      

      
   
      The Ground's the Limit


      

      
      
         Rarity hummed to herself as she pushed a needle through multiple layers of fabric, pleating it in just the way she wanted. She was pleased with how her latest project was working out. It had started out as a simple whim to make a new dress for Sweetie Belle, but had grown, as these projects will, into something far grander. She had made many dresses for her sister before. That was no reason to not make another—no filly could have too many frocks—and this one would complement Sweetie’s existing wardrobe well. The problem was that Sweetie, being a little young, might not fully appreciate that. Based on recent experiences, Rarity feared that when she presented her with another stunning new outfit, it might be met with one of those oh-not-another-dress looks.



Hence to ensure that her generosity would not be underappreciated, Rarity had had a cunning plan. She would make new dresses for Sweetie’s friends as well. Naturally Apple Bloom and Scootaloo, who did not receive such regular gifts, would be delighted, and their enthusiasm would help remind Sweetie Belle how fabulous gifts from your older sister really are.



Each of these designs was a new creative challenge. Apple Bloom needed something a little rustic, with the untamed beauty of her namesake flowers, highlighting her oh-so-cute trademark hair accessory, with a skirt which would ride above all the long grass and mud which surrounded Sweet Apple Acres.



And Scootaloo? Scootaloo was a special case. Rarity was very fond of Sweetie Belle’s pegasus playmate, who was a genuinely good, sweet filly. However, she had sadly not had the most cultured upbringing. Rainbow Dash was evidently being a bad influence, encouraging her to do all sorts of silly stunts. On the not infrequent occasions when Sweetie Belle had returned to the Carousel Boutique covered in tree sap and pine needles, Rarity knew Scootaloo was somehow involved. But how to help the poor girl? Not an easy problem to address, so instead Rarity focused on the question of how to dress her.



Here she had no lack of inspiration. Something which would accentuate her movement, with ribbons to whirl through the air, merging with her mane to create a stunning blur of color. Looking for ideas, Rarity flipped through some old magazines showing the costumes worn by the Royal Ballet during last summer’s season.



Then she had a flash of real inspiration. Of course—Scootaloo would be a natural at the ballet, with her flair for movement and balance. And what better way to channel that excessive energy? Instead of racing that scooter of hers, she should be on the stage, enchanting audiences with her acrobatic grace. A plan crystalized in Rarity’s mind. Once she had presented the three fillies with their dresses, and they were jumping around her full of smiles and thanks, she would propose that they all take a trip to Canterlot to see the ballet. Naturally they would want to. And they would love it. Every little filly loved the ballet and dreamed of being a ballerina in a beautiful dress.



Rarity paused, day dreaming of a moment from her childhood when her mother had taken her to see an enchanting performance about a princess who had pricked her hoof on a rose and fallen asleep for a thousand years. Sitting in the theatre, mesmerized, she had immediately decided two things: one—she would get a dress like that, and two—she would be a ballet dancer. The first ambition had proved the easier to achieve and had led her to discover her special talent. After getting a pair of pointe horseshoes and spending several weeks practicing her pirouettes, she had quietly dropped the second. 



She had not been destined to be a dancer. But Scootaloo was different. Scootaloo had real talent, and she, Rarity, could be the one to nurture it and bring her to the stage. She had a contact in Canterlot who made costumes for the Royal Ballet School. She could arrange an audition for the young filly. They liked to take on new dancers at a young age. And once she became the patron of a new protégé of the ballet—just think what the Canterlot elite would make of that? Why, when Fancy Pants invited her to his box, she could…



Her day dreams were interrupted by the sound of the bell above the door to the Carousel Boutique. Not the delicate tinkle which announced the arrival of a customer, but the abrupt clatter which marked Sweetie Belle racing into the shop at crusader velocity.



“Rarity Rarity Rarity!” shrilled her little sister.



“Not now Sweetie dear, can't you see that I'm busy?” 



“Quickly Rarity! Come now or you'll miss it.”



“Now Sweetie, I'm sure whatever it is you have prepared it can wait until I've finished this line of stitches.”



“It's not me Rarity. It's Scootaloo. She's almost ready...”



“Scootaloo?”



Rarity dropped her needle and thread and turned to look down at her sister who was beaming with eager anticipation.



“Come outside—you'll see!”



Sweetie Belle ran down the stairs and Rarity followed, her mind still full of images of an elegant pegasus filly spinning on a single hoof, twirling pink and purple ribbons across the Canterlot stage. She followed Sweetie Belle out through the boutique door. 



On walking into the street, the first thing she saw was a long line of old hay carts left lined up in the middle of the road. Who had abandoned them here? It was about time that the mayor took action against such irresponsible parking. Looking to the right she saw a rickety wooden tower, as tall as a house. A long wooden ramp was positioned against this. Halfway up this she could see Apple Bloom, with a hammer in her mouth, bashing nails into the planks.



“W-what's all this?” she stammered.



“Scootaloo is going to try and beat her record and jump over thirteen hay carts on her scooter!” announced Sweetie Belle.



Rarity glanced up and down the street. Among the crowd of ponies she caught sight of the little ballet protégé whose future career she had just been planning, holding her crash helmet and scooter and talking with Rainbow Dash. Both wearing smug smiles.



“Sweetie, I'm not sure this is such a good idea.”



But her sister had already rushed off to join her friends. Rarity spotted Applejack leaning against a hay cart and walked up to her friend. Applejack was a sensible down-to-earth pony, who would help her talk the silly fillies out of this crazy idea before somepony got hurt.



“Applejack, is this Rainbow Dash's idea?” she asked.



“Nope,” replied Applejack. “The little ’un thought it up by herself. But Rainbow has been helping her arrange it so everything is safe-like. I must say, it's real sweet how RD has taken that little filly under her wing when she like doesn't have a big sister of her own.”



“B-but we can't let her do this. She could get hurt.”



“Like with everything else they've done this week? And last week? And the week before that? Better they do it this way so we can keep an eye on them.”



“But this could be serious. If she hurts her leg or something, it could ruin her future career.”



Rarity left Applejack and pushed through the crowd towards Scootaloo and Rainbow Dash, who were standing with Fluttershy, Pinkie Pie and Twilight Sparkle. The young filly was resting her fore hooves against her scooter and staring up at her mentor, listening to every word she said.



“So,” said Rainbow, “like I was saying, being a daredevil doesn't mean being reckless.” She rubbed a hoof onto Scootaloo's head in an affectionate way, messing up her purple mane and making her grin even more wildly. “Only fools rush into big stunts without thinking. You got to plan it carefully, and take charge of everything personally. You check the setup and make sure everything is built properly. If you don't think something is safe, you tell 'em to fix it. And you get an egghead you can trust to check the calculations.”



Rainbow reached out a hoof and wrapped it around Twilight's neck, pulling the lavender unicorn towards her. “So Twi, is everything in order?”



Twilight Sparkle rolled her eyes and looked up from the notebook she was levitating in front of her.



“According to my calculations, from that starting height, Scootaloo will accelerate to a launch speed which will allow her to clear all thirteen carts,” said Twilight. “It's not so easy to determine exactly where she will land. It's difficult to precisely calculate the air drag as it depends on the pressure, temperature, and the precise shape of the moving body. If we neglect drag forces, she will hit the ground twenty paces from the library door. Depending on how much the air slows her, it could be closer...”



“So,” said Rainbow, “we'll set up a safety barrier all the way from the library to the last cart.” She waved a hoof at a group of flying pegasi—who Rarity recognized as members of her weather patrol—who were collecting clouds and positioning them on the ground to form a soft fluffy carpet at the end of the line of carts.



“Are you ready?” she asked.



“Sure am,” replied Scootaloo. 



“Okay,” said Rainbow. “Remember that the flying is easy. It’s the landing which is always the tricky bit. But you can do it!”



They exchanged a hoof bump, then Scootaloo placed her crash helmet on her head and scooted off towards the base of the tower to join Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.



“Rainbow,” said Rarity. “I really don't think this is such a good idea. It is one thing to perform these crazy stunts yourself, but it is quite irresponsible of you to encourage young Scootaloo at this sort of thing.”



Rainbow stared Rarity in the eye.



“Do you remember what it was like to be a little filly Rarity?”



This question threw Rarity.



“Yes,” she said.



“Every little filly dreams of being a Wonderbolt,” said Rainbow. 



“I didn’t,” said Rarity firmly. “My fillyhood dream was to be a ballerina.”



“Okay—every little filly with wings dreams of being a Wonderbolt.”



Rarity looked to Fluttershy for support. The yellow pony backed away as Rainbow Dash and Rarity both stared at her.



“I… erm… I-don’t-remember-what-my-dreams-were-as-a-filly-and-I’d-rather-not-think-about-it… eek,” she mumbled before ducking down and hiding under a wooden bench.



“I dreamed of being a Wonderbolt when I was a filly,” said Pinkie Pie. “And I dreamed of being a ballerina. And an astronaut. And a baker. And a firepony. And a small filly living on a rock farm. And a giraffe. And…”



“Anyway,” said Rainbow Dash. “Scoot dreams of being a Wonderbolt. And it’s tough for her as she can’t fly. But she doesn’t let that hold her back. She just shows how awesome she can be on her scooter. Maybe she’ll fly one day and join me as a Wonderbolt. If not, she’ll do something equally cool like be the first pony to jump across Ghastly Gorge on a scooter, or set a new Equestrian land speed record. Whatever she does, we can expect awesomeness!” She thrust her head right up against Rarity’s staring into her eyes. “Let her do this.”



“Y’all ready?” Apple called out a warning from the other side of the row of carts. Rarity and Rainbow Dash took a step back and looked around. Scootaloo had now climbed to the top of the wooden tower and was positioned, with her scooter, ready to shoot down the ramp.



“Ooo—this is super-exciting,” said Pinkie Pie. “Come Rarity—sit next to me.” She thumped a hoof on the wooden bench. “You can share my popcorn.”



“I’d rather watch from underneath the bench with Fluttershy thank you.”



“As you like, but you get the better view from here!”



Rainbow Dash shouted up to Scootaloo. “Are you ready?”



From the top of the ramp, Scootaloo raised a hoof to signal that she was.



“Okay, let’s begin the countdown.”



She nodded at Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle, who began chanting, “Ten… Nine… Eight…” The crowd of ponies watching from both sides of the street soon joined in. Scootaloo starting buzzing her little wings in anticipation. This gave Twilight a worried look.



“Err, Rainbow,” she said. “You did tell her that she shouldn’t flap her wings on the descent?



“Seven… Six… Five…”



“What?” said Rainbow. “Of course she’s going to flap her wings. What do you think she’ll do?”



“Four… Three… Two…”



“But I calculated her trajectory assuming she would just accelerate down the ramp under gravity,” said Twilight with a worried face. “If she is also using wing-power, that will boost her launch speed. I can’t calculate it accurately without more data, but—”



“One… Zero…”



Scootaloo pushed off her launch pad and zoomed down the ramp flapping her wings wildly. As the ramp approached the ground she was cruising at maximum speed. The carefully designed curve of the ramp launched her into the air. With an excited cry of “Who-hoo!” she gracefully sailed over the line of carts, following a parabolic trajectory, reaching the maximum altitude just after the last cart then continuing over the cloud-covered landing area towards the second floor window of the Golden Oaks library



Rainbow Dash’s face switched from eager excitement to terrified horror in a tiny fraction of a second. Before anypony else could take in what was happening she was airborne, eyes fixed on Scootaloo, accelerating hard. The crowd just saw a rainbow-colored streak shoot towards her.



“I gotch—”



Her premature exclamation of success was cut short as both ponies collided with the library window. With a deafening crash, they hurtled into the room. Twilight, Rarity, Pinkie Pie, Applejack, Fluttershy, Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom all ran over to the library, through the main door and up the staircase and across the piles of scattered books. 



Rainbow Dash was lying on the floor next to Scootaloo.



“It’s okay,” said Pinkie, reading the labels on the bookshelves. “They hit the romantic comedy section—nice and soft. They were lucky, a shelf to the right and they would have collided head on with volumes one to twenty-four of the encyclopedia of metaphysical enchantments—that’s much denser.”



Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle ran up to their apparently unhurt friend. 



“Are you alright Scootaloo?”



“Did you see me? That was awesome! I totally cleared all those carts! It must be a record!” she said.



“Is Rainbow Dash okay?” asked Fluttershy.



They looked down at Rainbow Dash. Her eyes were spinning around. “Erpp,” she said, trying to focus on her friends faces.



“She’ll be okay,” said Twilight. “That was a bad crash, but she’s tough, and she has had plenty of practice at flying into bookshelves.”



Rarity looked at the jubilant Scootaloo and then back at Rainbow Dash and smiled.



“You know Rainbow,” she said. “You should take a lesson from young Scootaloo. If you are going to do all these crazy stunts, you really should wear a crash helmet.”
      

      
   
      Fluffy's Cuddle Nook of Slight Inconvenience


      

      
      
         Starlight awoke to a coughing fit, hard, raking spasms that caused her whole body to jerk like lightning. As she lurched onto her front, jagged stones dug into her chest. Curling into a ball, she pounded her hoof against her ribs until at last, with a trio of long, wheezing gasps, she was able to regain her shaky breath. The last thing she remembered was...



Was laying in the sterile hospital ward of the Hoofington Rest House, staring at the white ceiling while a machine beside her click-clicked, keeping her alive.



She wiped tears from her eyes and waited for them to adjust to the all-consuming blackness. There was a faint glow somewhere she couldn't quite make out. The air was warm and dry. The ground was definitely unstable, marked by small, irregular peaks in the black stone. She assumed it was black, anyway; she still couldn't see much.



Except that she could see herself. And her coat, judging by the hoof she held before her eyes, was no longer a washed-out pink, but the vibrant lilac of her youth. She grabbed a lock of her mane and found it, too, was bright and vivacious once more.



Feeling giddy, she released her mane and tried to catch it in her magic. It worked perfectly, without fits or stutters. Elation bubbled up from her stomach and she started laughing. In moment, she was hopping in a circle, feeling younger, stronger, and more alive than she had in decades.



"A dream, a dream, it was just a dream!" she chanted. "I'm not dead, my whole life was just a terrible nightmare and I can start over! I'm alive, I'm a—"



She was cut off by the soft clearing of a throat and a light voice saying, "I'm sorry, dearie, but no, you're not."



Starlight fell onto her face, hissing as the sharp stones dug into her skin. Flailing, she flopped onto her side, where she caught sight of the one who'd spoken.



He was a pony like none she had ever seen. Bright red all over, he had an angular face, made even more so by the small black goatee and pair of horns. His black mane was slicked back over his head, only a widow's peak visible in front that complemented the pencil mustache. His hooves were visible, and not only black polished to a shine, but split at the front into two points, like a goat's. She could make out his tail, thin and whippy, ending in a flat spade, behind him, and he wore no adornment save for a single gold earring.



Her heart sank. In a small voice, she asked, "Wh... Who are you?"



He smiled affably and placed a hoof to his chest. "My name is Satin Hooves, and you are...? Wait, don't tell me, let me figure it out..." His horns lit with a soft yellow glow and a notepad floated out from behind him. He flipped through it a few times, stopping now and again to squint at her with his tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth. It was forked.



"Starlight Glimmer?" he said at last.



She nodded dumbly.



"Ho-hoo!" He grinned and clopped his hooves together, making a checkmark on the notepad and stowing it back wherever he'd produced it from. "It's so much more fun when I can guess!"



"I really am dead," she whispered, more as a statement than a question. "A-and this isn't the Golden Fields, either..."



Shaking his head, Satin Hooves answered, "No, sweetie, I'm afraid not. You were a very naughty pony in life, so no endless plains of fruit and grain for you." He pursed his lips and tsked at her.



With a sob, she brought her hoof to her mouth. "Oh Celestia! I... I should have expected it. It's only what I deserve, I suppose."



She sniffed, wiping at her eyes. With a shaky breath, she climbed to her hooves, holding her head as high as she could. It was not, she thought, with the haughtiness she would have displayed in life, but with dignity.



"What is to be my punishment? I expect it will be terrible. Rolling a boulder up a hill, only to have it crash down atop me? Torn apart by vultures as my organs regenerate over and over? Maybe buried up to my neck in water, starving, trying to grab at food that moves just out of reach?"



Satin Hooves pressed a hoof to his chest. "My stars, no! You're thinking of Tartarus, sweetheart. That's my older brother's realm."



"This isn't... Tartarus?" Starlight stared at him blankly. "But I thought I was in pony hell." Her eyes widened and she gasped. "Don't tell me I'm in... griffin hell!"



"No, heavens!" Satin Hooves wobbled a bit. "Honey, the things I hear about that place give me nightmares! Yowza, what those griffins haven't thought up to torture the unworthy for eternity!" Shaking himself, he trotted over to Starlight and placed a hoof on her shoulder. "No, sweetheart, you're in Heck. We don't like the H-E-double-hockey-sticks word here."



"Heck?"



"Heck!" He smiled at her.



She raised an eyebrow. "So I'm going to be thrown by a giant onto thorny trees?"



"Uh, no."



"Crushed in a huge meat grinder and fed to dogs?"



He stuck his tongue out. "Oh, gross! No!"



"Bound and fed boiling oil?"



"No, no, no!" Satin Hooves pranced in place, eyes squeezed shut. "Gosh! Has anypony ever told you that you are extremely morbid? Honestly, you should see about a therapist!"



Starlight glowered at him and threw her hoof up. "Well, what am I supposed to think? I'm dead, I'm not surrounded by everlasting bliss, so I'm gonna be punished somehow, aren't I?"



"Well, of course, silly goose!" He tittered at her. "After all, you're here because you stole cutie marks from six unwilling ponies, including a Princess of Equestria, and wouldn't give them back! Follow me, and I'll show you to your place!"



Her jaw dropped as he pronked away, a smile and a happy tune on his lips. The snippet she caught sounded like "...go to heaven, ponies go to..."



Frowning, she sauntered after him. This was not the eternal punishment she'd expected.








The environs of Heck were not exactly terrifying.



Rather than pools of lava, the endless expanse of stone — it was brown, not black — was broken up by rivers of extremely warm water, steam rising off the top. Light was provided by something, she couldn't tell what, but once they'd left the entry area, the place really brightened. Everywhere they went were ponies chained to walls, smiling, chatting with one another, even laughing. Sure, they couldn't go anywhere, but they didn't exactly seem, well...



Tortured.



The same could be said for the queue of ponies waiting to be shackled to a series of stocks, where small demonic bat-winged creatures tickled their hooves with feathers. In one area, a large demon beat a drum while ponies sang happy song and rowed flat boats around a pillar.



"Hydroelectric power," Satin Hooves murmured in her ear. "We've been trying really hard over the last few centuries to go green."



Over here was a pony who couldn't quite reach a cookie jar. Over there, a rink where ponies ice skated, surrounded by other ponies nursing blisters on their hooves. At one station, a stallion was simply drinking a glass of milk while a tiny demon whispered in his ear. After a few moments, the stallion choked, his eyes bulging out as milk shot out of his nose. He collapsed on the ground in a fit of coughing and laughter as the demon crossed its arms and waggled its head, a self-satisfied grin on its face.



"Here we are!"



Satin Hooves came to a halt in front of an alcove carved into a rock wall. Above them, a pony was chained to the rock face in such a way that updrafts of warm air would lift him like a kite. Each time, he would shout, "Whoooo!" before bumping down against the rocks with a grunt and a laugh.



"We like to keep the new entries off by themselves for a bit to acclimate," Satin Hooves explained, drawing her attention back. "But you won't be completely alone. Meet your new roommate!"



Starlight peered into the alcove. It was just a little shorter than she was, but looked like it would accommodate a pony sitting on her haunches with room to spare. The walls were rough, just like the floor, but the ambient illumination reached all four corners. She could make out a set of chains emerging from the back wall, and sleeping next to them...



"What is that?"



It was small and fuzzy. Though she couldn't get a clear look from this distance, it seemed to be a cross between a dog and a rodent. It was rotund, about the size of her head, and had large, floppy ears and a long snout with a big black nose. As she watched, it opened round, black eyes that were soft and inviting.



Her eyes began to water. Satin Hooves placed a hoof against her chest as she tried to rush toward the cutesy-wootsiest thing she had ever seen in her entire life.



"I just wanna cuddle it!"



Satin Hooves laughed. "That's what everypony says about Fluffy! He's so very good at what he does, yes he is!" He snapped his hoof somehow and a pair of demons appeared, grasping each of Starlight's forelegs.



"Lester, Delilah, would you please see that Ms. Glimmer is comfortable in her nook?"



Starlight ducked her head, barely able to contain her squealing as the demons nudged her into the alcove next to Fluffy. She bounced on her rump as they wrapped the chains around her legs and chest, loose enough not to constrict, but without any loops large enough to get anything through. Not that she wanted to.



"Now say hello to Fluffy!" one of the demons cried, bringing the little creature over to Starlight.



She arranged herself in a mostly comfortable sitting position and received Fluffy onto her lap. Immediately, she wrapped her forelegs around him and hugged. He was softer than clouds, warm, and made a chirring sound that vibrated through her like a tiny, tiny massage machine. She sighed and began stroking him, finding that he wasn't fuzzy so much as covered in soft, flat scales.



"You are just the most adorable thing I've ever seen! Yes you are! Yes you are!"



"Aww," Satin Hooves head, smiling into the alcove. "Just arrived, and already you've made a new friend. Isn't that just super?"



Starlight lifted her head, her smile fading just a touch. "But I don't get it. Just sitting chained to a rock, cuddling an adorable little... uh..."



"Hedgepuppy."



"Yes, what you said. How is that a... Ouch!"



Starlight looked down to see that what she thought were flat scales were actually short, blunt spines that were now digging into her pastern. Despite the initial shock — really, she had cried out in surprise more than pain — they weren't all that unpleasant. She stroked across their tips, quickly discovering that there was a right way and a wrong way to pet a hedgepuppy.



"Fluffyyyy," she said, as though chiding a foal, "you are making it very hard to love you!"



Satin Hooves chuckled and nodded. "He's just irresistible, isn't he? I'll leave you two to get better acquainted. Promise I'll be back to check up on you by Donut Saturday!"



Starlight blinked, still carefully stroking the creature in her lap as it went back to sleep. "Donut Saturday?"



"We make the donuts fresh on Friday, then serve them the day after, so they're a little bit stale."



"That... doesn't sound too bad, honestly."



Satin Hooves clapped his hooves together, grinning ear to ear. "Now you're getting the idea! Honestly, you have to reach at least Chrysalis levels before you're a Tartaran candidate, and even she's a borderline case."



"W-wait!" Starlight called out as Satin Hooves began to move off. She paused in her ministrations to Fluffy long enough to ask, "How... how long will I be here? Is this really an eternal punishment?"



"For you...?" Tugging at his beard, Satin Hooves looked skyward. "Well, I'd have to check with my numerologists, but I do believe your sentence is somewhere between 'a bit' and 'a while'. Maybe just a short while? Super-promise I'll find out for you though, okay? Got everything you need?"



Starlight smiled down at Fluffy, who was kicking his hind leg in his sleep. "Yes, I think I do. Thank you for everything."



"Oh, it's my pleasure, sweetie. You two have fun now, ta-ta!" And with that, he sashayed away.



Taking a deep breath, Starlight gazed out across the plains of Heck. The sounds of laughter and idle conversation drifted to her. Every once in a while, there would be a puff of smoke or light from somewhere that she couldn't determine the meaning of.



No, it wasn't the afterlife she had wanted, or even expected. But all things considered, it was okay. Tolerable, even. And who knew? Maybe after a bit to a short while, she'd be running this place.



(This story was inspired in more than just name by #1 in this article: http://www.cracked.com/article_21195_5-myths-you-probably-believe-about-major-religions_p2.html)
      

      
   
      Great Pecs-pectations


      

      
      
         I’m gonna be even stronger than you when I grow up, Dad!



Heh, I hope so, kiddo!



Rainbow Dash could feel her scowl grow deeper as the words flitted around her brain, crashing through her synapses and forcing her mind to replay the scene over and over again. With a vicious thrash of her head, she attempted to shake the thoughts away, but as soon as her eyes drifted to the scene below her, the words just came back, louder than ever.



It was nearly sundown as Rainbow sat on a cloud, high above Whitetail Woods. Below her, in a large clearing in the middle of the forest, dozens of construction workers were milling about, setting up large tents and putting together long stages. With a nausea-laced breath, she cursed them and forced her eyes to one side.



Princess Luna was sitting next to her, chewing on a candy bar. “Hello,” she said.



Rainbow screamed and jumped away, very nearly falling off the cloud. “Princess!” she sputtered, wings flaring. “What the hay are you doing here?!”



Luna swallowed her chocolate and wiped her face before answering, “I often spend my free time observing my subjects from afar. The minutiae of their lives bring me calm.” She paused. “Is that strange?”



“Kinda, yeah.”



“Oh.” Luna blinked. She held out her candy bar. “Would you like a piece? They are my sister’s favorite.”



“Uh, no,” Rainbow said, settling back into her spot. “Thanks, though. I guess.”



“My pleasure.” Luna took another bite and gazed down at the clearing. “What is it that you are watching here? Do you have a penchant for sweaty stallions wearing hardhats?”



“No,” Rainbow said again, jaw set. She sighed and gestured to the tents and stages. “They’re setting up for the annual Equestrian Strongpony Competition tomorrow. This is the first time it’s been in Ponyville, so Twilight’s cleared out this whole big space for them to use.”



“What is a Strongpony Competition?”



“You know, it’s one of those things for super-muscular, super-strong stallions where they show off how jacked they are. Deadlifts, bench presses… the works.”



“I see,” Luna said, nodding. For a few moments, they were silent, with the only noise being the steady chomp of Luna’s teeth as she finished the candy bar. Just as Rainbow was preparing to make an excuse to leave, Luna turned to her and asked, “Is something the matter, Rainbow Dash? You seem upset.”



Rainbow was caught with her mouth hanging open. She shook her head. “Uh, nothing. Why?”



“Before you noticed my presence, you seemed to be glaring and cursing at these construction workers. Have they wronged you in some way?”



The voices came rushing through Rainbow’s mind once again. Her entire body slumping, she looked away from Luna. “No, no, they’re… it’s fine. Everything’s fine.”



“Rainbow Dash, I have lived for over four millennia; I know how to tell when somepony is upset.” Luna offered a warm smile and laid a wing over Rainbow’s back. “Please, my little pony. Tell me what troubles you.”



Rainbow managed to look Luna in the eye—and, beyond all belief, actually felt the pain in her chest start to subside. Nodding, Rainbow opened her mouth, but it took a moment for any words to come out. “Have I ever told you about my dad?”



“Not that I recall,” Luna said. “Of course, I also don’t recall us ever having any sort of personal conversation before.”



“Heh, yeah, I guess you’re right.” Rainbow gave a small chuckle, but it faded quickly. “My dad used to be a champion strongpony. And when I say champion, I mean champion. Back when he was competing, he would win every competition he entered, no matter where or when it was. My house back in Cloudsdale is filled with trophies. And I’ve seen pictures of him back then; he used to be huge! Like, twice the size he is now.



“When I was born, and my mom… y’know, my dad gave up all the competitions and stuff so he could raise me. He got a job at the Weather Factory, and he’s been working there ever since.”



“Mhm,” Luna murmured. “I see. But what does that have to do with your being upset?”



Rainbow sighed again. “Becoming a strongpony and competing been a family tradition for I don’t even know how long. My dad’s dad was a strongpony, and his dad’s dad was a strongpony, and his dad’s dad’s dad… it’s crazy. Every single pony in his family became a strongpony—except for one.”



“You.”



“Yep. I’ve always been strong, sure, but never as strong as him. I’m built for speed, not power.” Rainbow shook her head. “And that’s why my dad thinks I’m a failure.”



Luna frowned. “What do you mean?”



“Ever since I was born, my dad expected me to become a strongpony like him. But I never did. He doesn’t ever say it, but I know that my dad hates that. He wishes that I could just stop being so obsessed with joining the Wonderbolts, and start working toward the family business.” Rainbow closed her eyes. “And, honestly? Sometimes I wish I could too.



“If I could just win one stupid strongpony competition and make Dad proud, I would. But I don’t bulk up that way—it’s not how my body works.” She buried her head into her hooves and growled. “So that’s why I’m up here, feeling sorry for myself. Because I’m a failure, and I’m never gonna stop being a failure.”



“Hm.” Luna scratched her chin. “An interesting predicament, to be sure. And you’re sure you’ve tried everything to help you grow more muscular?”



“Everything.”



“Even magic?”



Rainbow narrowed her eyes. “Everything legal, I meant. If I were to get caught using magic supplements, my dad would probably go ahead and write me out of the will.”



“What if nopony could tell that you were using magic?” Luna asked, smiling. “What if they were created not by a unicorn, but by, perhaps… a genie?”



Rainbow laughed. “Yeah, sure. If you happen to run across any genies before tomorrow afternoon, send them my way.”



Luna stood and spread her wings. “You are speaking to one.”



“What?” Rainbow jumped up, eyes wide. “You’re a genie?! But, I thought you were an alicorn! I mean, like, where’s your weird lamp and everything?”



“My sister and I are only half-genie, which means no lamps, but all of the same powers.” Luna smiled. “How do you think we gave Twilight Sparkle her wings?”



“I thought it was some fancy spell.”



“A genie spell,” Luna corrected. “You need only make the wish, and I can make all your wildest—or most muscular—dreams come true.”



“You’re serious? I can get anything that I want?” Rainbow asked. She waited for Luna to nod before bowing her head to think for a moment. Then, with a grin, she looked Luna straight in the eye and yelled, “I wish that I was the single strongest pony in all of Equestria!”



Luna clopped her hooves together. “It is done!”



“Awesome!” Rainbow said, pumping her hoof. She spun around a few times, trying to get a look at her still-lean body. “So, when does it kick in?”



As soon as the words left her mouth, the entire world became a blur. Head pounding, bones aching, Rainbow tumbled over, falling headfirst into the cloud. The last thing she saw was Luna’s hoof before she passed out.












When she opened her eyes again, she was staring at a stylized drawing of Soarin’ and Spitfire gliding through the sky, leaving trails of pure lightning in their wake. Under the drawing were their signatures, which meant only one thing: Rainbow was staring at the poster that hung above her bed.



What a stupid dream that was, she thought, snorting. I mean, really, genies? And since when am I so corny?



Rainbow groaned as she sat up, rubbing the back of her throbbing skull. She felt hot and sweaty, as if she had been locked up in a cardboard box for a hundred years. She clambered out of bed, only to notice that the floor seemed much farther away than it usually did. She dismissed it as a trick of the light, called a quiet greeting to Tank, and made her way to the bathroom.



When she passed through the door, she felt her shoulders brush the sides of the doorway—well, “brush” may have been the wrong word. “Rip through” may have been better. Brushing the excess moisture off of her fur, Rainbow glanced back at the doorway, which now had two large chunks taken out of either side.



Rainbow grumbled. Clouds must have expanded overnight. Stupid humidity.



She took a long breath as she entered the bathroom. Eyes closed, she reached for the faucet and turned the handle.



snap



Her eyes shot open. In her hoof sat the broken cold water handle, the enchanted porcelain crumbling to dust in her grasp. She gasped and let go of it, letting it tumble into the basin, which was rapidly filling with freezing water. Rainbow Dash backed away from the sink, and immediately tripped over a towel and fell into her shower.



At least, she would have fallen in, if she hadn’t gotten wedged between the shower’s sliding doors. She spent a few seconds struggling to get free before she looked up and saw herself in the mirror.



Her jaw dropped.



Admittedly, Rainbow Dash didn’t have the biggest vocabulary, but here she could honestly only think of one word to describe herself: monstrous. Overnight she had grown to be at least four times her normal size; she could barely even fit in the bathroom, much less the mirror. Hay, she was probably as big as the Saddle Rager, if not bigger. But any annoyance she had snapped out of existence when she realized why she was so huge: every inch of her body was muscle.



Every appendage, every limb, every inch of her body was made out of sculpted, twitching muscle. Veins ran along her skin in every direction, bulging through her fur. Her head looked like a thumbtack compared to the rest of her body. Gulping, she allowed herself a hesitant flex—at once, the shower door she was stuck in shattered to a million pieces.



She was a walking, talking meat market.



Grinning, she stood up, only just now noticing the way that her head brushed against the ceiling. She could feel her heart rate rocketing as she sprinted out of the bathroom, crashing through the walls of her cloud home, until she threw open the front door and spilled out onto her lawn. The thick clouds sagged under her as she walked to the edge of the lawn and gazed down at Ponyville.



It was the middle of the morning, which meant that almost everypony in town was going to be up and about, making their daily rounds through the village. Rainbow tried and failed to hold back a giggle. “This is gonna be awesome!”



She spread her wings and jumped off of the cloud—and fell.



The world spun past her as she hurtled through the sky, a meteor of sweaty flesh, headed straight for Mane Street. Rainbow tried to straighten her wings, to spread her limbs, to do anything to halt her descent, but nothing seemed to be working. The ground was getting closer with every millisecond. Letting out a roar, Rainbow clenched her eyes shut and gave a few ferocious flaps of her wings.



That managed to slow her enough that she was able to just barely control her flight path. She threw her body to one side, dodging the roof of Sugarcube Corner, only to careen into a massive pile of hay bales.



She landed hard, tearing open a crater the size of a house. Before she could even manage to spit the dirt out of her mouth, the hay bales came crashing down on top of her, burying her in an itchy—albeit tasty—yellow nightmare.



“Whoa nelly!” she heard somepony yelp through her daze. “Rainbow Dash, are you alright?”



Coughing, Rainbow Dash poked her head up through the sea of hay. “Yeah, I think I’m alright…” She shook herself out of her stupor and saw Applejack and Fluttershy standing in front of her, doing their best to move the hay bales. Rainbow waited a minute for them to finish—when it passed and they were barely halfway through, Rainbow smirked and stood up, using her muscles to force her way out.



At her full height, Rainbow cast a long shadow over both of her friends. “Hey!” she chirped.



Applejack stared, jaw loose. Fluttershy’s face went bright-red. “Hi, Rainbow,” she stammered, wings fidgeting. “You… You’re very big.”



“I know!” Rainbow said. With a chuckle, she reared onto her hind hooves and flexed. “Isn’t it awesome?”



Fluttershy let out a long sigh before fainting, her wings now completely stiff. Applejack didn’t move to help her, but stayed frozen, staring at Rainbow’s twitching pecs. “You mind explaining what’s going on here?”



“Isn’t it obvious, AJ? I’m the strongest mare in Equestria!”



“Uh-huh.” Applejack frowned. “And just how did that happen?”



“Oh, you know. Genies.”



“Right.” Applejack flinched away as Rainbow spun around and flexed her flanks. “Should have expected something like that. Celestia knows this town just keeps on getting weirder…”



“’Weirder?’ Huh, that’s a weird way to say more awesome!” Rainbow wrapped a leg around Applejack’s shoulders and pulled her in, crushing the earth pony against her solid, sweaty abs. “What do you think? Aren’t I the single biggest, thickest, sexiest hunk of a mare you’ve ever seen?”



“You’re definitely thick,” Applejack said, holding her breath. “So, why exactly do you look like a blue whale on a treadmill? Just what are you planning on doing with all these muscles?”



Rainbow grinned and cast a glance at a nearby wall. “I have one idea…”



Applejack followed her eyes. The wall they both stared at was plastered with colorful posters for the Equestrian Strongpony Competition, each one promising amazing prizes and accolades for the pony who could prove themselves to be the strongest in the country. Applejack gasped and pulled away from Rainbow’s grasp. “You can’t enter that competition, Rainbow!”



“What? Why not?”



“Because it’s dishonest!” Applejack poked one of Rainbow dash’s legs. “You said it yourself: you used magic to get those muscles. You didn’t work for them! If you enter that competition and win, you’ll be a cheater!”



“It is not cheating!” Rainbow shot back. “I worked really hard to get this big!”



“Oh, yeah? What’d you do?”



“A lot of things,” Rainbow muttered, looking away. “Do you know how hard it is to look Princess Luna in the eye and ask her for magic muscles?”



“That’s a load of—” Applejack paused and tilted her head. “Wait, I thought you said that a genie made you strong.”



“I did.”



“You—oh, whatever!” Applejack growled and jabbed a hoof into her friend's solid chest. “It doesn’t matter, because it’s still cheating!”



“Okay, fine, maybe it is!” Rainbow sighed and knelt down to meet Applejack’s glare. “Listen, AJ: you know that I’d never, ever cheat unless I had a good reason. My entire life, all I’ve ever wanted was to win a strongpony competition and make my dad proud. And now I have the chance! If I get Derpy to send him a letter right now, he can make it here before the competition starts. Can’t you let me off the hook, just this once?”



Applejack kicked her hoof in the dirt. “I don’t know.”



“Please, Applejack, please! I promise, as soon as the competition’s over, I’ll get rid of them. Probably. Unless I win. Okay?” Rainbow puffed out her bottom lip. “For my daddy?”



“Hrm.” Applejack took a step back and scratched her head. “Your pa has been very friendly in all the times I’ve met him.”



“So you’re fine with me entering the competition?”



“…Fine,” Applejack forced out. “I’m not gonna support you, but I won’t stop you. Alright?”



“Hay yeah!” Rainbow Dash pulled Applejack into another hug, squeezing her between her toned pecs. “You’re the best, AJ!”



“Yeah, yeah,” Applejack choked out. “Just don’t hurt anypony, okay? And go buy some deodorant; you smell worse than a family of hungry pigs in August.” Before she could finish speaking, Rainbow Dash had let her go and had run away, shaking the earth with each hoofstep. As she faded into the distance, Applejack turned and poked the pegasus lying next to her. “You okay there, Fluttershy?”



Fluttershy held a hoof to her forehead as she lifted herself off the ground. “What happened? I saw Rainbow’s giant legs, and I, um—“ Her cheeks went pink as her wings began to raise again. “They were nice.”



“Yeah, real nice,” Applejack intoned, rolling her eyes. “If you liked them, you should have seen her flanks.”



Fluttershy passed out again.












Two hours later, Rainbow Dash walked through the clearing the middle of Whitetail Woods, the number ‘43’ plastered over both of her flanks. She held her head high and her wings even higher, towering over everypony she passed—and that wasn’t an easy feat. The strongest of the strong from all over Equestria were there, doing warmups, talking with their coaches, or, for the most part, glaring at Rainbow. There had to have been more muscle in this clearing than in all the rest of Equestria combined.



And more sweat, she thought, nose crinkling. Maybe I should have brought some deodorant.



She recognized a few ponies from magazines that her father always left lying around. Across the field from her was Deadlift, an earth stallion from Trottingham. Standing just a few yards away from him, chatting with a group of young admirers, was Fast Twitch, a unicorn stallion from Canterlot.



In fact, Rainbow Dash was the only mare competing, it looked like. The ponies sitting at the registration booth didn’t seem to know what to do with her when she had arrived, but a few choice words from their superiors had led them to put her through the same protocols as any colt. The most nerve-wracking part about the whole thing was when a group of unicorns scanned her entire body for magic supplements; she was sure that she was going to get caught and humiliated in front of everypony.



And yet, she had come up clean. Say what you will about genies, but they can be damn cool sometimes.



She sat down on a nearby bench—it broke in half under her weight—and smiled. Everything was going to plan.



“Hey, kiddo!”



Her ears perked up as the familiar voice floated through her ears. Rainbow jumped off of the broken bench and spun around to see her father, Rainbow Blaze, heading towards her. His gait seemed to falter the least bit when he saw her—nevertheless, he kept walking, and didn’t resist when Rainbow Dash scooped him into the air for a hug, turning them both into a single prismatic blob.



“Dad!” Rainbow said, laughing. “You got my letter!”



“That I did. That mailmare friend of yours crashed right into our living room!” Blaze scanned his daughter’s frame and put on a toothy grin. “You’ve, uh, certainly gotten big. Have you finally started drinking your milk?”



“Yeah, totally,” Rainbow said as she put him back down on the ground. She reared onto her hind hooves and flexed once again, bulging the muscles in her legs out as far as they would go. “Aren’t I ripped? Hay, I think I’m even bigger than Grandpa Blitz was!”



Blaze chuckled into his hoof. “I’d say you are. So, are you really planning on entering the competition today?”



“Planning? I’m already in it!” Rainbow cried, showing off the sticker on her flank. “And not only that, but I’m gonna win! I’m gonna dominate everypony here and take home that trophy.”



“That’s great to hear, kiddo, but…” Blaze raised a brow. “I always thought that you wanted to be a Wonderbolt, not a strongpony. What’s with the sudden interest?”



Rainbow grinned. “I’m doing this for you, Dad! You inspired me to try becoming a strongpony.”



Blaze’s mouth hung for a moment, but soon enough he smiled and nodded. “That’s very nice of you to say, Rainbow.” He threw his eyes around the area, his gaze lingering on a few choice competitors. “There are a lot of professionals here today—hay, some of these guys are world champions. It certainly isn’t the place I’d pick for my first competition.”



“I can take ‘em,” Rainbow said, puffing out her chest. “It’ll be easy.”



“I wouldn’t get cocky. You know what overconfidence does to a pony.”



“It’s not overconfidence, Dad.” Rainbow clapped him on the back, nearly sending him sprawling. “I’m the strongest pony in Equestria!”



“Attention!”



Everypony went silent as a unicorn holding a microphone made his way to the center of the clearing. “I’d like to welcome you all to the eighty-fifth annual Equestrian Strongpony Competition! The first round will begin in just ten minutes, so I ask that at this time all competitors make their way to the weight lifting area, and that all spectators find their seats in the bleachers.”



Rainbow laughed. “Time to show everypony what a real strongpony looks like!”



Blaze nodded. “Good luck, kiddo. And remember: have fun.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Rainbow said as she walked away. I’ll do more than have fun.












Rainbow Dash was starting to reconsider her plan.



As the last entrant, she stood at the back of the line, waiting for her turn in the weight lifting portion of the competition. That had been a bad idea, as with every new entrant, she could feel another river of sweat forming at her brow. The stallions that surrounded her were lifting hundreds upon hundreds of pounds at a time, some without even a grunt. There were more veins bulging out than Rainbow had ever seen, and the air was musky with perspiration.



Just watching them made her muscles hurt—and considering how big hers were, it hurt like Tartarus.



The three ponies judging certainly didn’t help. The first two were some old guys, probably retired strongponies. But the third was Spitfire. The Spitfire. She was decked out in her Wonderbolts uniform and everything. In between every competitor she would glance over at Rainbow and slip her the smallest of smiles before returning to her work.



Rainbow bounced her knees as she realized that she was next to go. The stallion currently up on stage, Fast Twitch, had about five-hundred pounds of pure iron raised high above his head. Twitching veins crisscrossed his glistening legs, pulsing with every heartbeat. He held the barbell steady for nearly ten seconds before resting it back down on the ground.



His feat earned him an emphatic cheer from the crowd. The judges were a bit more reserved, but stomped their hooves nonetheless before huddling together to discuss their scores.



Fast Twitch levitated a towel over to himself as he walked off the stage, and past Rainbow. “Beat that, filly,” he muttered.



All hesitation lost, Rainbow held back a torrent of curses as he walked away, and heard her number called. Clenching her teeth, she walked up onto the stage and made her way to the barbell. From her spot, she had a clear view of the entire crowd; it took only a moment for her to find her father, offering her a smile.



She couldn’t help but smile, too. This one’s for you, Dad.



She gazed down at the barbell and waited for the referee to give a signal before gripping it with both hooves. Okay, Rainbow: let’s give ‘em all you’ve got! With all of her strength, she lifted the barbell into the air.



It went flying upwards, out of her grasp and into the clouds.



Everypony gazed upwards at the shrinking black dot. Rainbow scratched the back of her head and forced a chuckle. “Uh, sorry?” she said to the referee.



“It’s coming back!” yelled somepony in the crowd.



Everypony around the stage started screaming and running away. Rainbow felt her muscles tense up as she realized that the barbell was coming straight back down, headed right for her skull. All of time seemed to slow as it tumbled downwards, ripping through the clouds, hitting terminal velocity, until it was just inches away and Rainbow Dash lifted her hooves into the air—



She caught it, without a single stumble. There was silence for a moment as everypony stared at Rainbow, holding the smoking barbell above her head.



The audience erupted with applause. Rainbow gulped as the sound hit her, very nearly blowing her back onto her rump. They only seemed to grow louder as she grinned and balanced the barbell on one hoof, then on her neck, then bounced it between her pecs. In front of the stage, the judges found themselves staring, eyes nearly as wide as one of Rainbow’s glutes.



Without a moment of discussion, Spitfire grabbed her microphone and announced, “We award the first round to #43, Rainbow Dash!”



Rainbow Dash put the barbell down and posed for the crowd, making sure they got a good look at every inch of her body. She glanced at Fast Twitch, who was sitting just a few yards away, his normally-blue face going a deep shade of crimson.



She giggled to herself as she launched into another bout of flexing. I could get used to this.












Just a few minutes later, Rainbow Dash lay on her back, waiting for the bench pressing round to start. There had been a bit of a delay in starting the second round; apparently the ponies running the competition had decided to make Rainbow Dash a special barbell, specifically for her.



She smirked when she saw it being brought out. The barbell held nearly one ton of weight, and the steel rod holding it together had been reinforced with magic. It took five unicorns just to carry it out and place it in the rack behind her head.



A young, lean unicorn colt walked up from behind and smiled down at her. “Hey, I’m gonna be your spotter.”



She shook her head. “No, thanks.”



“Huh?”



“I don’t need a spotter. Just hoof me the barbell and I’ll be fine.”



The colt bit his lip and looked around for a moment before nodding. “Uh, alright, then. If you insist.” He and a few other unicorns standing around lit their horns, and a multicolored glow wrapped around the barbell. It shook as it was lifted out of the rack and into Rainbow’s outstretched hooves. But as soon as they let go, and Rainbow took control, it stayed completely steady.



The crowd roared once again as Rainbow Dash performed her five reps with ease, lifting the bar as if it were made out of feathers. In fact, once she was done, she did fifteen more reps, yawning as she went. Once that was done, she jumped off of the stage and tore the entire structure out of the ground, holding it high above her head.



“Is this the heaviest thing you’ve got?” she called up to the ponies still on stage.



The colt shuddered and gripped the floorboards. “Yes…?!”



“That’s too bad,” she said with a smirk as she put the stage back down. “I was just getting started.”



“The second round goes to #43, Rainbow Dash!”



Stallions and mares alike swooned as Rainbow flexed. Again.












After round two, there was a short break to allow all the participants time to prepare for the grand finale. The air was electric with anticipation as every competitor worked to get themselves ready. Coaches of all shapes and sizes stood with their participants, leading them through warm-up exercises and giving rousing pep talks. Shouts of encouragement and of praise shot through the clearing—



BUUUUUUUURP



Every head turned to look at Rainbow Dash, who was lounging off to the side, holding an empty bottle of apple cider and wearing a sheepish smile. “Excuse me!” she shouted, only to be answered with a uniform grumble.



Blaze stood at her side; even when Rainbow laid down, she still towered over her father. A mountain of empty cider bottles sat next to them. He winced as Rainbow threw another one onto the pile. “You know, all this juice probably isn’t good for you. Maybe you should consider water, or even protein—“



“What, and miss out on all the free cider they’re giving out?” Rainbow asked, cracking open another bottle. “I don’t think so. So I lose a muscle or two—so what? I think I can deal.”



“Alright,” Blaze said after a pause. He smiled up at her. “I have to say, you’ve been doing great so far! Especially considering this is your first time. When this is all over, you’re gonna have to give me some tips on getting as big as you so fast!”



“Heh, yeah,” Rainbow murmured, sipping at her cider. She put the bottle down on the ground and tapped her hooftips together. “Hey, uh, Dad?”



“Yeah, kiddo?”



“I know you said I’ve been doing great and all, but… are you proud of me?”



“Of course I am.” Blaze touched her shoulder with a wing. “I’m always proud of you.”



“Yeah, but you’re, like, super proud now, right?”



Blaze furrowed his brow. “Uh, I guess?”



Rainbow squealed and locked her father in another hug, crushing him between her tree trunk-sized forelegs. “You’re awesome, Dad.”



“I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”



Rainbow and Blaze both opened their eyes to find Spitfire standing in front of them, now wearing not only her Wonderbolts uniform but a long smirk across her face. Clouds of red swirling through her cheeks, Rainbow Dash let go of her father and did everything she could to keep her wings folded. “Oh, uh, hey, Spitfire! What’s up?”



“You, apparently,” Spitfire said, staring up at Rainbow. “You’ve certainly gotten bigger since the last time I saw you.”



Rainbow crossed her forelegs and nodded. “Yeah, well, you know what they say: an apple a day makes you the strongest mare in Equestria!”



Spitfire chuckled. “Can’t beat that logic. Just wanted to stop by and compliment you on all the good work you’ve done so far. Everypony is very impressed. Keep it up, and you just might win this thing.”



“Seriously?” Rainbow asked, grinning.



“Yep.” Spitfire looked over to where all the other competitors were warming up and snorted. “I can only imagine the look on Fast Twitch’s face if a rookie like you beats him.”



“You won’t have to imagine for much longer,” Rainbow said, flaring her wings. “I’m gonna make it a reality.”



“I suppose we’ll see,” Spitfire murmured. She turned and walked away. “I have to be getting back. Good luck in the final round!”



Rainbow waved her off. At her side, Blaze let out a long whistle. “Jeez. I never realized you were such close friends with Spitfire of all ponies. Must be nice.”



“Hay yeah it is. She’s, like, the coolest mare in all of Equestria.” Rainbow raised her chin high. “And someday I’m gonna be her teammate. I’m gonna be the first pony to ever be both a Wonderbolt and a champion strongpony.”



Blaze’s smile wilted a bit. “Rainbow, about that—“



“Attention! The final round will begin in ten minutes!”



“Oops, that’s my cue!” Rainbow chirped. She held up her hoof and said, “Wish me luck!”



Blaze hesitated for a moment before hoofbumping her and nodding. “Good luck, kiddo. I’m sure you’ll do great.”












The final round was, in essence, a talent show. Every competitor had a minute to show off what made them different than anypony else—the only catch was that it had to have something to do with their physical strength. Deadlift juggled bowling balls; Fast Twitch balanced five giggling mares on his back as he did push-ups; Bulk Biceps played the violin so hard it caught fire.



As they performed their routines, Rainbow just sat and held back the urge to laugh. Did any of these ponies really think they could hold a candle to a pony as awesome as her? She’d just pull off a Sonic Rainboom and blow everyone away—especially her dad. The only time he had ever seen her do one was at the Best Young Flyer competition, and even then it had been a fluke. This would be the first time he would see an intentional, fully prepared Rainboom.



He’ll be telling his friends about it for weeks! Rainbow thought, rubbing her hooves together.



The crowd buzzed as Rainbow took the stage. She made sure to spread her wings far as she walked, showing off just how well she had preened her feathers the day before. Then, casting one last smile at her father, she flapped her wings and jumped into the air.



She came back down with a thump.



It took Rainbow a moment to realize that she was still on the stage. She tried again, but couldn’t get herself any higher. No matter how many times she jumped, the result was the same: she would hover for a second or two before falling, usually cracking the floorboards under her.



Every inch of her body was glazed with sweat. She didn’t look, but she could hear and feel the audience’s excitement dying down, replaced by a dull confusion. The judges were probably making snide jokes about her. Her father was probably penning a letter to his lawyer, preparing to write Rainbow out of the will.



 No, no, no! You can’t let this happen! Not here!



Rainbow took a deep breath and clenched her teeth. Then, with the fury of a hungry manticore, she flapped. She thrashed her wings as hard as she could, doing everything and anything in her power to lift herself off the ground. And it was working! She could feel herself rising through the air, heading toward the clouds. The crowd had started cheering again! She was going to make it! She was—



A painful cramp twanged through Rainbow’s wing.



She yelped out a curse as she fell out of the sky and landed, rear-first, on the stage, which cracked to pieces under her. The force of her impact sent a shockwave ripping through the earth, throwing everypony and everything in the area high into the air. Screams were launched every which way as everypony without wings crashed to the ground and were forced to dodge falling pieces of wood and plaster, as well as their fellow ponies.



When the smoke cleared and was replaced by a fog of painful moaning, Rainbow climbed out of the hole she had made in the stage. Scratching her neck, she walked to the front of the stage and stared out at the carnage. “Sorry!” she yelled. “I swear, I don’t know what—“



“That was awesome!” a colt out in the crowd cried.



Rainbow blinked. “It was?”



An elderly mare stuck in a folding chair nodded and laughed. “Why, I haven’t seen a ground pound like that since old Rusty Rump back in ’63!”



“Rain-bow Dash! Rain-bow Dash!” chanted a filly nearby. Soon enough, the entire crowd was in on it, chanting her name and pumping their hooves with each syllable. Rainbow could feel her heart swelling at the sound; she held her head high and spread her not-cramped wing, basking in the glory.



The judges—whose desk was now upside down—huddled together and spent a few moments chatting. Spitfire stood up, grabbed a microphone, and announced: “It wasn’t an easy decision, but after a unanimous vote, we have decided to award this round to #43, Rainbow Dash!” She paused for the thunderous roar of applause. “That means that your winner, and the new strongest pony in Equestria, is Rainbow Dash!”



Two cannons boomed from either side of the stage, burying Rainbow in a shower of confetti. She giggled as hundreds of bright balloons tumbled from the ceiling of the stage, flooding the area with rubbery goodness. Camera bulbs flashed from every angle. A crowd of spectators stormed the stage and tried to heft her onto their backs, but they couldn’t even make her budge. She waited a minute for them to give up before standing and walking off the stage.

                

It took a few minutes for her to wade through the crowds of adoring fans, photographers, and angry competitors. Normally, this was the kind of thing she would be savoring, doing everything she could to make the moment last as long as possible. But right now, there was only one pony she wanted to see.



Her father waited for her across the field, far away from the rest of the crowd, with a long smile draped across his lips. Rainbow let out a booming laugh as she galloped to him and hugged him. “Did you see that? I totally owned that final round!”



“You certainly did!” Blaze said, tussling her mane. “Not that there was ever any doubt; you’re just like your old man!”



“Ah, excuse me.”



The two looked up as Spitfire walked over, a massive golden trophy balanced on her back. With a wing, she laid it on the ground in front of Rainbow, who let out a brain-splitting squee as she grabbed it and held it tight. On top of it was a featureless, golden pony, holding a barbell above their head. The name “Rainbow Dash” was inscribed into a plaque at the bottom; the words still glowed with the magic it took to carve them in.



“You were brilliant,” Spitfire said, patting Rainbow’s leg. “You deserve this trophy and more.”



“You know it!” Rainbow cheered. It took her father clearing his throat and nudging her for her to rub her leg and say, “I mean, uh… thank you, Spitfire. Really. It’s an honor.” She grinned. “Although, maybe you can keep this in mind the next time I apply to join the Wonderbolts.”



Spitfire’s smile disappeared for the briefest of seconds. “Oh, you’re still going to try for the squad? You’re not gonna keep competing in strongpony competitions?”



“I’m gonna do both!” Rainbow said. She wrapped a leg around her dad’s shoulders, not noticing how they were suddenly slumped. “I’m gonna be the strongest Wonderbolt of all time!”



For the first time that day, Spitfire frowned. “Uh, Rainbow, I hate to break it to you, but that’s not gonna work. It’s either Wonderbolts or strongpony competitions; you can’t do both.”



“What?” Rainbow asked, scowling. “Why not?”



“Because—look, let me show you.” Spitfire jumped into the air and flew up a few yards. “Fly to where I am.”



“Okay…?” Rainbow said, tilting her head. She flapped her wings a few times and jumped up—and came crashing down face-first. Spitting out a few chunks of dirt, she tried again, only to fall again. A full minute was spent failing to reach Spitfire, with Rainbow growing more and more frantic with each try. Eventually, she came tumbling back to the ground and simply crumpled into a blob of veiny muscle.



“You can’t fly fast with a lot of weight,” Spitfire explained. “And considering how heavy you are now, it’s no surprise that you can’t fly at all!”



Rainbow didn’t answer, instead opting to keep her face pressed into the grass.



Spitfire shook her head. “I’m sorry, Dash. That’s just the way it is.” She turned away and flew off. “Congrats on winning the competition, though! You have a bright future as a strongpony!”



Silence. Grimacing, Blaze walked up to his daughter and ran a hoof through her mane. “Are you okay?”



“I—“ Rainbow lifted her head. Her face was streaked with dirt and rocks. “I can’t be a Wonderbolt anymore.”



“I’m sorry, kiddo. I know how long you’ve dreamed of joining the team—it hurts to have something you love taken away like that.”



“Mhm.” Rainbow gripped the ground with all four hooves and took a few quivering breaths. “But… but it’s okay.”



Blaze blinked. “It is?”



“Yeah!” Rainbow said, rubbing her quickly-reddening eyes. “I mean, I won, right? I got this awesome trophy?” She tried to lift her eyes to meet Blaze’s, but only got to his chest. “And you’re proud of me?”



“Of course I’m proud,” Blaze said, resting a hoof on her shoulder. “But—“



Rainbow moved away from his touch. “So, sure, I’m not gonna be a Wonderbolt. Ever. And sure, I’m gonna probably need to move to the ground because I can’t reach my house. And sure, I can’t even fit through a stupid doorway. But if I keep winning these things, I’m not gonna need any of that! Right?”



“Rainbow, you—“



“I don’t need going fast, or racing, or… or even flying,” Rainbow muttered, swallowing. She shook her head and tried to crane her head over her muscled shoulders to look at her flank. “I mean, I can barely see my cutie mark anyway.”



“Rainbow!” Blaze yelled, stomping a hoof and making his daughter flinch. He took a deep breath and narrowed his eyes. “Was the only reason you did all this to impress me?”



“What?” Rainbow asked, eyes darting everywhere but him. “No! I did this because I wanted to! I wanted to win, y’know...?”



“Rainbow Dash…”



“Okay, fine!” Rainbow cried. “I admit it! I got super-muscular and entered this competition because I wanted to impress you, Dad.” She sighed and took a step back. “I know how much you hate that I never followed in your hoofsteps and became a strongpony, like you expected me to. I just wanted to give you something that you could actually be proud of! I wanted to give you something to brag about to all your bodybuilder friends!”



There was quiet for a moment as Rainbow shuddered, her eyes cast toward the dirt. Blaze stood rigid, lips parted slightly. With a slow hoof, he touched her leg. “Rainbow Dash, I’ve been telling you all day: I am proud of you.”



“You’ve just been saying that—“



“No, I most certainly have not!” Blaze shot back. “I am proud of you, of everything about you! I mean, how could I not be? You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re absolutely beautiful! Everything about you is perfect!”



Now, it was his turn to sigh. “My entire life, my father never listened to anything I said. No matter how many times I protested, he always pressured me into becoming a strongpony—so that’s what I did. That’s not the life I wanted for you, Rainbow. I wanted to give you the chance to choose your own path. And look where that’s brought you! You’re an Element of Harmony, a national hero! You’re best friends with the captain of the Wonderbolts, and, hay, you’re probably gonna get in someday!



“When Firefly passed away, I made a promise to myself that I would do everything I could do give you a good life.” Blaze paused and touched Rainbow’s face with a wing, forcing their eyes to meet. “Do you really think that making yourself miserable just for my sake makes me happy?”



Rainbow opened her mouth, but no words came.



“Seeing you happy makes me happy, Rainbow. I love you more than any stupid strongpony competition.”



A low whimper echoed from Rainbow’s throat as a deluge of tears came flowing from her eyes. She sobbed as she pulled her father close, burying her face into his spiky mane. Blaze didn’t resist, but just smiled as his daughter let out a lifetime-worth of confusion, of sadness, of fear that her father didn’t really love her.



He stroked her back with a wing and whispered, “Don’t give up your dreams for me.” He paused, allowing a small smile to cross his lips. “And besides: I’ve cleaned enough dirty sweat socks to last a lifetime. I don’t need another basket full of them.”



Rainbow choked out a laugh, although her shoulders still heaved. She pulled back and smiled. “I love you, Dad.”



“I love you too, kiddo.” He turned and gestured for Rainbow to follow. “Now, c’mon: how about we go get some ice cream for my big winner?”



Rainbow nodded and jumped to her hooves. “That sounds freakin’ awe—“



Oink



Both pegasi froze and looked up into the sky. A sea of pigs, each one decorated with a large set of butterfly wings, flew overhead. The air was filled with oinking as they passed.



Rainbow raised an eyebrow. “What the hay?”



She blinked, and when she opened her eyes, she was staring up at a stylized drawing of Spitfire and Soarin’.



Rainbow screamed as she sat up, throwing her blanket across the darkened room, right on top of Tank. Her entire body shone with sweat. With a start, she realized: she was back in her bedroom. She spent a few moments panting and looking around before a thought crossed through her head. With frantic hooves, she felt all around her body.



All of her muscles were gone.



“It… It was a dream?” she said aloud. “I’m not actually huge?”



“I’m afraid not.”



She screamed again. Standing next to her bed, steeped in shadow, was Luna. Rainbow shot her a bloody glare. “Stop sneaking up on me like that!”



“I apologize. It is simply in my nature.” Luna sat down at the end of her bed and smiled. “I assume that you have many questions. Luckily, I have many answers.”



Rainbow nodded. “So, it was a dream? You didn’t actually use your genie powers to give me muscles?”



Luna shook her head. “Why, of course not. You did not really believe that I was half-genie, did you?” She giggled. “I am only a quarter-genie. That means no special powers. Just an affinity for lamps and certain types of carpets.”



“Wait, that means…” Rainbow Dash’s entire body seemed to wilt. She fell back into her pillows and growled. “It was all a dream. So my dad isn’t actually proud me. Great.”



“That is not true.”



“Huh?” Rainbow lifted her head. “What do you mean?”



“While it is true that you were having a dream, so was somepony else: your father.” Luna smirked. “Over in Cloudsdale, your father was having the exact same dream, just from his perspective. While you were dreaming about being in a competition, he was dreaming about seeing his daughter in one. The stallion you confessed your feelings to and embraced was your father through and through, right down to the tiny scar on his back left hoof.”



Rainbow stared, jaw hanging. A shudder ran through her body. Wiping her eyes, she got out of bed and muttered a soft, “Thanks, Princess. This… This was really awesome of you.”



“It was my pleasure, Rainbow Dash. I find great joy in familial love.”



With that, Rainbow walked over to her closet and threw it open before diving in. She took a minute to navigate the cluttered space, but soon enough she came back out, holding a small drawstring bag with her cutie mark emblazoned on the side. She scooped a few bits off of her nightstand and threw them into the bag.



Luna raised a brow. “What are you doing?”



“I’m packing a bag for Cloudsdale,” Rainbow said, grabbing a bottle of water. “If I leave now, I can get there before Dad’s shift at the Weather Factory starts.” She slung the bag over her back and walked to the doorway.



She cast a glance at Luna over her shoulder and smiled. “I think that we’ve got some talking to do.”
      

      
   
      The Princess's Own


      

      
      
         “What.”



“Come on, Twi, it’ll be awesome!”



“Rainbow…” Princess Twilight Sparkle sighed. “This sounds like another one of those ideas you haven’t thought through at all. And besides, I thought you wanted to join the Wonderbolts. What happened to that?”



Rainbow Dash paused. “I decided you needed me more than I needed the ‘Bolts,” she eventually said.



Twilight raised an eyebrow, not believing for a moment that that was the entire story. “And this has nothing to do with your wanting to be the best in whatever group you’re in, and thinking it would be easier if you started your own?”



“I’m telling you, this is something you need,” Dash insisted.



“Really,” Twilight said, unimpressed. “You want to explain that to me?”



“Sure, sure,” Dash said. “Okay, right now, when ponies think of you, what do they think? They know you’re super-powerful, and that you were Princess Celestia’s student, and yeah, maybe the Elements come up every now and then. But a lot of them also still think you’re an egghead with no social skills and not a lot of actual experience, and they probably think you’re going to crash and burn on this whole princessing thing. And especially in the press, most ponies don’t know you very well and don’t know what to think about you. So they’re going to go off of what they hear, and if what they hear is that you don’t know what you’re doing or that you’re not ‘suited to be a princess of this great country’ or what have you, that’s what they’re going to say.”



“And so how is sponsoring a new stunt-flying team supposed to help me?” Twilight asked.



Dash grinned. “Well, it shows that you’re interested in things that the common pony cares about. The last time the Wonderbolts did a show that wasn’t sold out, my parents hadn’t even met, so there’s obviously a lot of interest from the public, which means there’s a market for it. If you come to the shows, it shows you care about the things you give money to and want to see them do well.”



“Shouldn’t that be implied?” Twilight asked, confused. “I mean, if I’m supporting them, shouldn’t that mean I care?”



Dash shook her head. “You’d think that,” she said, “but, you know, Blueblood likes spending money for the sake of being seen spending money. At least, that’s what Rarity says.” She rolled her eyes at the memory of Rarity’s old crush, which had since turned into contempt. “Anyway, you going out in public and being seen at the shows also means more ponies get a chance to see you, talk to you, get to know you and how awesome you are.”



Twilight started to say something, but Dash cut her off. “Plus, if you open it up to griffons, that makes it an international team and shows that you’re ‘committed to peaceful relations and friendship with our foreign neighbors’ or something like that. Did you know that the Wonderbolts have never had a griffon as a member?”



“No,” Twilight admitted, “but I thought this wasn’t about one-upping them.”



“When did I say that?” Dash asked. “Okay, maybe it is, a little bit, but come on. It’d be a great thing for you to do, for so many reasons that have nothing to do with that.”



Twilight thought about what Dash had said. It was true, she hadn’t actually done much as a princess of Equestria, and this was certainly something she could do. “I’m impressed,” she eventually said. “You sound like you’ve actually thought this through, and put some effort into coming up with why it’s a good idea.”



Dash rubbed the back of her neck. “I may have talked to Rarity about this.”



That was unexpected. “Really?” Twilight said. “Rarity? Why Rarity?”



“’Cause she knows how to sell things, and she told me this was going to be something I really needed to sell you on.” Dash flew down and looked Twilight in the eyes. “Look, Twi, I really do want this to be a thing, for… mostly unselfish reasons. Just… can you tell me you’ll at least think about it?”



Twilight looked at Dash. She was earnest, there was no doubt about that, and she wasn’t really acting like she was trying to prank anyone. There was no glimmer in her eye to suggest ulterior motives, at least not beyond the ones she’d already failed to deny. “All right, Dash,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do.”



“Yes!” Dash shot up to the vaults of the ceiling. “When I tell her about this, Gilda’s so gonna want to be part of it, and—”



“Wait, wait, wait,” Twilight interrupted. “Gilda? Gilda the griffon? Have you heard from Gilda since I came to Ponyville, except for that one time she showed up?”



Rainbow Dash froze up in midair. “Uhm…” she hedged, sounding like a foal with their hoof caught in the cookie jar. Gravity chose that moment to reassert itself, and Dash fell to the throne room floor in an undignified heap.



“That’s about what I thought,” Twilight said, shaking her head. “What, were you just going to tell her and hope she wanted to join you? If she hasn’t talked or even written to you, she might not be that interested in joining up.”



“She’ll go along with it, I know she will,” Dash said, sounding like a pony who desperately wanted her statement to be true but wasn’t actually sure.



Twilight looked down at her friend. “Talk to her. If she tells me she’s interested, I’ll try to make something happen… but I can’t promise anything.”








“...So, what do you say? You in?” Dash asked her onetime friend.



It had taken Dash close to a week to track down Gilda. Getting the time off from managing Ponyville’s weather had been simple enough, since she’d had plenty of vacation saved up and there wasn’t anything happening in the foreseeable future that they really needed her for. All she’d needed to do there had been to give Thunderlane the upcoming schedule. But even though she’d stayed over at Gilda’s home once or twice during Junior Speedsters, she’d barely remembered where Gilda’s parents lived, and it was no sure thing that they were still there or that Gilda was still living with them.



As it happened, the parents hadn’t moved out, even though their daughter had. They’d told Dash that the last they’d heard from Gilda, she was back in the Old Country, doing some mind-numbingly tedious paper-pushing job that she absolutely hated. The transoceanic flight to the Griffon Lands from Equestria hadn’t really been something Dash wanted to do on her own, so she’d caught an airship out of Fillydelphia. Once it landed, she’d gone straight to the nearest post office and tried to get them to tell her where Gilda was living these days; after much arguing and being run around town, she finally found someone who could at least tell her where Gilda worked.

She’d gone to the office, surprised Gilda by showing up completely uninvited, and offered to take her somewhere for a drink or three. Gilda had taken her up on it, saying she knew a bar just a couple of blocks away, and over a couple of Lion’s Tails, Dash had told her that she wanted to start a new stunt-flying team with herself and Gilda as the featured performers.



“Dash…” Gilda looked up from her beer and into Rainbow’s eyes. “How long has it been since we saw each other? Four years? And you really think you can just walk back into my life like everything’s fine? Like we’re still best friends at Junior Speedsters, and you haven’t been spending all that time with your new pals?” Gilda looked like she was having physical difficulty forcing the last two words through her beak. “I’ve moved on, Dash.” She slumped forwards onto the table. “And I thought you had, too.”



“What? No!” Dash said. “I never wanted to run you out of town! I just didn’t want you treating my other friends like something the cat dragged in. You were the one who made it a choice between you and them.” She sighed. “Look, G, I know you. Or at least I used to. You loved flying, almost as much as I did. You’d have jumped on this chance, and you wouldn’t have thought twice about it. And now I see you working for The Mare? Come on, G, this isn’t you. And you know it.”



“Do I?” Gilda asked. “I’m not so sure anymore.” She took another swig of her drink. “You know how after Junior Speedsters, we kinda lost touch with each other?”



“Yeah.”



“I don’t know about you, but I kinda lost touch with everyone else, too. I told myself it didn’t matter, that they were all lame and they weren’t worth my time anyway. But then when I went to see you and you had your other friends… well, I’m not gonna lie, that hurt. I thought you were just throwing me away.” Gilda swirled the beer in her mug a few times and stared down into it. “And then after a few days, I thought about what you said. ’Cause… you were pretty much my last friend that I hadn’t already driven off, and, well… what was I gonna do?”



“How about making some new friends?” Dash asked. She lifted Gilda’s head up and forced the griffon to meet her gaze. “I don’t know how much you get Equestrian news over here, but back home, I’m kind of a big deal. I mean, no lie, I’ve saved the world a couple of times. Got me a stained-glass window in the palace and everything. But I couldn’t have done it without those other mares. And I didn’t know them all that well at the start, I’d barely even met one of them before that whole Eternal Night thing that was right before you came to Ponyville, but I wouldn’t be where I am today without them.” She let go of Gilda and dropped her hoof. “Look, I’m trying to give you another chance, all right? I think you’d like it more than whatever it is you’re doing now, and as long as you’re willing to try to make it work, I think it’s gonna be fine.”



“And I get that you think that,” Gilda said, “but… I dunno, I’m not sure I really deserve it, you know? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s great that you thought of me when you were coming up with this, but I’m out of practice, and I can’t say I want you holding my claw as I get back up to speed.” She finished the last of her beer. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think I can do it.”



Dash got up and threw a hoofful of bits on the bar. “Well, if you change your mind,” she said, “drop me a line.”








“Well?” Twilight asked as Dash walked into the throne room. That she was walking at all, instead of flying, was usually a good indicator that things weren’t going too well, but it wasn’t an especially specific one. If Twilight was going to help her friend, she needed more to go on.

Dash shook her head. “She doesn’t want to do it,” she said.



“I’m sorry,” Twilight said. She looked down at Dash. “Do you still want me to try to get a stunt-flying team going, or not? If you do, I can try to make something happen. You did have some pretty good arguments for why I might want to do it, but I guess I don’t have to if you don’t want me to.”



“I don’t know.” Dash sat down on the floor. “The big reason I wanted to do it was to bring Gilda into it. It’s just not gonna be the same without her. Like, it might still be a great team, but… you know?”



Twilight got down off her throne and walked over to her friend. “Well, if you still want to do something other than the Wonderbolts, I heard about something top-secret Luna was planning…”
      

      
   
      Dr. Rainbow Dash, MD, PhD, LLD, etc.


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash banged her hoof three more times on the Golden Oak Library’s door. “Twilight? You gonna unlock this door or what?”

 

Rainbow crossed her arms. Yesterday, Twilight had asked her to come clean the library. If she wasn’t already her friend, Rainbow would’ve used a locked door as an excuse to turn around and go home, but Twilight had said ‘please’ at least twenty times.

 

Rainbow noticed a half-open window above the door. She flew up to it, peering in. “Twilight? Spike? Hello? You guys home?” She squirmed her way inside and landed on the floor.

 

Rainbow looked around, searching for any sign that either the unicorn or the dragon was home. The library was empty, aside from the regular books and junk on the shelves. However, there was a large board on wheels on the far end of the room, accompanied by a stiff silence.

 

Rainbow trotted up to the centre of the room and checked under the Troan bust. “Twilight, everypony’s been wishing me luck today. It was really weird,” Rainbow said. “Just how hard is it going to be? We better not be wiping all the books page by page again.”

 

Twilight held her breath as she hid upstairs behind the door to the loft. Careful not to make a sound, she debated whether or not to keep her friend in the dark for just a little longer or to betray her experiment. She chose science and stayed hidden.

 

Rainbow started to wonder if this was a setup for one of Pinkie Pie’s surprise parties. She rolled her eyes as she trotted behind the large board on wheels and pulled it out, inspecting the other side. She didn’t find Pinkie or Twilight or the rest of the town hiding behind there, but what she did find was peculiar.

 

It was a humble chalkboard, four feet high and eight feet wide. A simple equation was written neatly on the top left corner, followed by lines upon lines of formulas and work scrawled wherever they would fit. At the end of all this, in the lower right corner, was a long blank with three question marks drawn after it.

 

This wasn’t unusual. Typical egghead Twilight had probably pored over some nerdy thing like math or science or whatever subject of the week it was. There was something weird about all of this, though; to Rainbow, Twilight had started with such a simple equation.

 

Rainbow hesitated. She knew how finicky Twilight could be about her work. One time, when hanging out in Twilight’s study, Rainbow accidentally nudged one of her telescopes, and Twilight almost burst a blood vessel in trying not to yell at her for knocking it out of alignment. However, since Rainbow felt like she could actually help this time (and also make up for the telescope incident), she decided to help out her friend.

 

Out of the several nubs of chalk strewn by the board, Rainbow chose the longest piece and picked it up in her mouth. After rubbing out the question marks to give her more board space, she wrote two more lines, rearranging the equation and then substituting in Neighton’s second and fourth laws. She wrote the final answer on the blank and spat out the chalk, gagging from the taste. There, done.

 

“YES!” said Twilight, leaping out from the loft entrance. “Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant!”

 

Rainbow jumped, startled as Twilight teleported beside her, her gleeful eyes scanning the chalkboard. She then danced like a hyperventilating monkey, with just as much grace.

 

“Twilight? What in Tartarus is going on here?” Rainbow asked.

 

“You solved it!” Twilight said, her mouth agape as she marvelled at the board. “I never would have thought to use both Neighton’s fourth law and second law like that.” She bit her lip in intense admiration. “So simple, so elegant.”

 

Rainbow looked at the same equation but failed to experience the same lip-biting level of awe. “I don’t get it.”

 

Twilight grabbed Rainbow by the shoulders and hugged her. “This is fantastic! Not only have I replicated the experiment, but you just solved gravity!”

 

“Experiment? Solved gravity?” Rainbow pushed herself away from the hug, eyeing her friend. “Twilight, hey, buddy. Slow the heck down and tell me what’s going on.”

 

Twilight nodded, taking a deep breath in, rubbing her hooves, and preparing to defend her hypothesis. “You remember when you were studying for your Wonderbolts exam, right?”

 

“Yeah, and you got pretty much the whole town to… help you…” Rainbow squinted, afraid of where this was going.

 

Twilight confirmed her fears. “So I did it again with as many fundamental physics laws and equations as I could find. I gave everypony in town a law and told them to talk about it whenever you flew overhead.”

 

Rainbow shook her head, a pit forming in her stomach. “Meaning you taught me all this complicated math garbage—”

 

“On a subconscious level!”

 

Rainbow gasped and brought her hooves up to her cheeks, her knees buckling as she sank to the floor. “Oh, sweet Celestia, I’m learning!” Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. “Make it stop, Twilight, make it stop!”

 

Twilight rolled her eyes, giving her friend a consoling pat on the back. “I’m sure you’ll live.”

 

Rainbow got up to a sitting position and rubbed her face with her hooves. Her shoulders drooped as she tried to back out of this however she could. “Look, Twilight, I’m no expert on morals or anything—”

 

“Well, not yet.”

 

Rainbow blinked. “Huh?”

 

Twilight used her magic to teleport a calendar from her room into her hooves. She flipped it open and reviewed it. “I’ve got September down for ethical and political philosophy.”

 

Rainbow Dash snatched the calendar from her and flipped through it. The next seven months had notes on an array of subjects, from differential calculus to metaphysics to linguistics to underwater basket weaving.

 

Wrinkling her nose, Rainbow looked at Twilight and pointed at the calendar. “Twilight, what is this?”

 

“Rainbow Dash,” Twilight said, “you have such a unique way of learning. I don’t think you realize the implications. Together, we could make you the smartest pony alive.” Twilight hopped in place as her eyes sparkled with wonder. “Oh, this is the most exciting research project I’ve ever done!”

 

Rainbow Dash looked from the chalkboard and all of Twilight’s scrawlings to the calendar in her hooves filled with words she couldn’t risk trying to pronounce. Her skin tingled as she imagined her future, slaving away at chalkboards ten times that size for hours at a time, holed up in a windowless room at some university somewhere, every day, for the remainder of her life, and all the while having to hold that disgusting piece of chalk in her mouth.

 

She belonged outside, doing barrel rolls and bell tailslides and triple eights and 360 backside frontflips in front of anypony who wished to marvel at her awesomeness (which was everypony, of course). That was what made her happy, not learning, and certainly not learning without her own permission.

 

Rainbow relayed all this to Twilight, but Twilight was persistent in her argument. “It’s all subconscious. You didn’t realize you were learning Wonderbolts history when we taught you, right?” Nervous she would lose Rainbow Dash on this, Twilight felt the need to restate this as much as possible. “You won’t notice at all. Your day-to-day life won’t change one bit. Please? Please please pleeease? For science!”

 

Rainbow found it hard to look at the unicorn. Twilight tended to get all nerdy about things, sure, but not this nerdy. Rainbow was afraid to think it, but Twilight was being persistent to the point of obsession, and everypony was aware of how well Twilight’s obsessions ended. Perhaps foregoing this project would be better for the both of them.

 

Noticing Rainbow look away, Twilight fumbled for another reason. “For me. Do it for your best friend Twilight. Pretty please?” She put on her cutest pouty face.

 

Rainbow smirked. Cuteness was hard to turn down. “Fine, fine, I’ll do your dumb project.” Then, raising her voice to make herself heard over Twilight’s ensuing squee, Rainbow said, “But like you said, my life won’t change. Promise?”

 

Twilight nodded vigorously. “I promise.”

 

From that day on, Rainbow Dash’s life changed forever.

 




 

The facilities at Hayvard University echoed with academic reverence and absurdly high standards. The marble flooring, stained oak walls, and high ceilings instilled a sense of both awe and inherent inferiority.

 

Twilight sat in one such hall. The room branched out into two hallways, both prestigiously higher than they were wide. This was a waiting room, complete with stiff wooden chairs and a secretary seemingly keeping herself busy even when speaking with other ponies. Almost everything was made of wood, either mahogany or balsa stained until it looked like mahogany.

 

Twilight rocked back and forth on her chair, eyes on a door next to the secretary’s desk. Four hours was almost up, so Rainbow was sure to be done her six-hour test by now. The secretary would have been irritated from four hours of Twilight’s chair-squeaking, but she had learned to drown out annoying applicants.

 

Sure enough, the door creaked open, and a hunched-over Rainbow Dash trudged out. She was aiming for one of the chairs next to Twilight, but along the way, she collapsed on the floor and moaned.

 

Twilight got up from her chair, inspecting her friend to make sure she was still alive. “Rainbow? How’d it go?”

 

Rainbow let her jaw relax, but it was so cramped from writing, it didn’t open past halfway. She licked her lips and mumbled, “It was super boring.”

 

“Good!” Twilight said, smiling until Rainbow shot her a look. “Well, that means it was easy, right?”

 

Rainbow shrugged.

 

“Then you’ll pass for sure!” Twilight beamed.

 

Rainbow rolled onto her back and gazed at the ceiling. “Twilight, I told you, like, 3.7 times ten to the fourth power times already, I don’t wanna go here. I wanna be a Wonderbolt.”

 

“And like I said, it’s just a placement exam,” Twilight said, helping her friend back up on her hooves. “I just want to see if you would make it in or not.”

 

Rainbow sighed. Learning over the past two years had been a breeze, just as Twilight said. Without hesitation, knowledge on pretty much any subject could just pour out of her. Twilight insisted that she was more intelligent now, but she didn’t feel any smarter. It was like all the knowledge in her head had a mind of its own, despite technically not being neurologically correct.

 

Rainbow Dash didn’t like feeling out of control of her own brain. She rubbed her face and looked down. “I’m not cut out for all this fancy-shmancy postsecondary education stuff, Twilight. I’m just not.”

 

They were interrupted by the telephone’s chattering ring. As the secretary picked it up to answer, Twilight glowered at her friend. “Rainbow, you should set higher standards for yourself.”

 

“And I do!” Rainbow said. “But I don’t want to master chemistry and tribology. I want to excel in flight dynamics and aerobatic maneuvers and—Gah!” Rainbow slapped herself. “See? I can’t not be an egghead anymore!”

 

“Relax, Rainbow. You’re on the way to becoming the biggest contribution to the scientific community in nearly a century.” Twilight jabbed a hoof at Rainbow Dash’s chest. “Don’t wuss out on me.”

 

Rainbow was taken aback. Twilight wasn’t usually this aggressive. Sitting down, Rainbow nodded, planning on putting an end to this ordeal by moving far away from Ponyville once the test results came through.

 

They had turned to leave when the secretary hung up her phone. “Ms. Dash, we have the results of your test back.”

 

Rainbow’s eyebrows shot up. “That was fast.”

 

“And?” Twilight leaned forward on the front edges of her hooves.

 

“You passed with, uh,” the secretary said, taking note of the candidate’s colour scheme. “You passed. Highest score we’ve ever seen, actually.” She rummaged through a drawer and pulled out three slips of paper. “Here are your degrees in medicine, law, and physics.”

 

Rainbow took a double take at the papers before her jaw dropped. “No, wait. Hold on. There must be some mistake, here.”

 

“Nope.” The secretary shook her head, and Twilight shook hers harder.

 

Rainbow couldn’t find the words to say, though that was a lie because she was an expert in linguistics by now. “Twilight, forty seconds ago you said this was just a placement exam.”

 

“Yes!” Twilight said, clapping as she looked over the doctoral parchments. “Look how well you did!”

 

The secretary picked up the telephone and dialed. “Hello, could I get one academic robe and the marching band please?”

 

“No no no,” Rainbow said. “Cancel that, please.” She turned to Twilight. “I don’t want to go to school here. I don’t know how many times I have to say it.”

 

Twilight frowned. “You don’t understand, Rainbow—”

 

“I fully understand what you mean, Twilight. You were the one who made me a genius, after all.” Rainbow sighed, her shoulders square with finality. “For the last time, no. This is your dream, not—Hey!”

 

Rainbow felt a chair being pushed under her from behind, forcing her to sit down. Somepony stretched a large blanket over her, subsequently placing something on her head. Dizzy from the rush, Rainbow tried to find her bearings, examining the objects she was covered with. A long black gown, a felt hat with a square brim, a golden tassel on top.

 

Rainbow realized with paralyzing horror that she was being graduated.

 

“Twilight!” Rainbow yelped. She tried to fly away, but the graduation gown held her wings tight against her body. The pony holding her chair also held her forehooves back, preventing her from running away. She strained against the fabric as much as she could, her heart rate increasing with every unsuccessful tug.

 

Rainbow’s chair spun to face a hallway lined with band members on either side, proudly displaying their shiny brass instruments and crimson uniforms, playing like a pony wasn’t being forced into higher education against their will. This was the manifestation of Rainbow’s worst nightmares—both higher education and upbeat marching band music.

 

At the end of the hallway lay a door, which somepony opened wide. Rainbow, with her above-average eyesight, grew terrified of what lay inside: a research laboratory. The tables were littered with microscopes and three-inch-thick textbooks and papers, papers everywhere. And behind those… chalkboards. Chalkboards twenty feet high, chalkboards that had clearly been written on and erased thousands of times over. And where there were chalkboards, there was sure to be chalk. So much chalk.

 

Rainbow was overwhelmed as her previous academic nightmares materialized before her eyes. Turning her head, she had to yell to be heard over the blaring instruments. “Twilight, please, I don’t wanna die!”

 

“Don’t be so melodramatic, Rainbow,” Twilight said, waving her friend away. “It’s for the betterment of all ponykind! This should be the proudest moment of your life!”

 

Rainbow backpedaled as hard as she could. Ponykind was doing just fine as it was. They didn’t need any more contributions to science, much less from Rainbow Dash. Ponykind probably wouldn’t care if she was a woodpeckerologist or a Wonderbolt. Heck, they’d probably like a Wonderbolt more. Rainbow attacked the gown with her teeth, tearing away, but made barely any progress on the fabric.

 

Ponies to her left and right marched in place as they played, the wind section spinning their trumpets and trombones around in practiced coordination. Rainbow could’ve sworn they were marching forward, closing in on her like the Venus fly trap before digesting its prey through the mechanism of oxidative protein modification. Rainbow cringed at the thought of her proteins being modified.

 

The research laboratory loomed at the end of the hall, the door wide open like a maw ready to devour all aspirations and wonderment tied to learning. Pure, unadulterated terror rushed through Rainbow as the door got closer and closer, the squeal of the chair and the piercing throb in her chest punctuated by the lively drone of Pomp and Circumstance.

 

Sweat trickled down her trembling body as she let out one last agonizing scream before the door slammed shut behind her, sealing her fate for decades to come as a university professor haunted by overbearing bureaucracies, the perilous quest for tenure, and broken dreams.

 




 

Soul Searcher exhaled in relief. After seeing nothing but snow and clouds for days, he had finally stumbled upon a door lodged in the mountainside. This had to be it. With barely enough energy left to raise a hoof, he knocked on the door.

 

He had come in pursuit of the wisest pony alive, rumored to live somewhere in these mountains. Her illustrious career was marked by revolutionary innovations in the fields of mathematics, politics, psychology, and underwater basket weavery. She retired early and disappeared, but after years of searching, he had stumbled upon a very plausible lead, and was closer than ever to finding this legendary fount of infinite wisdom.

 

Soul had traversed through the frigid weather for a week and a half. His journey wouldn’t have been so arduous if he had opted for Rainbow Dash’s revolutionary race change surgery and become a pegasus, but that was too expensive and morally questionable.

 

The door swung open, and there stood the sage herself. Rainbow Dash looked old, tired, and wise, but mostly old and tired. Her striking blue fur and luminous multicoloured mane had faded, but she still retained an air of tremendous intelligence and grace.

 

Rainbow knew almost instantly why this hiker was here, and she groaned. Fifth one this month. “Come in,” she said, stepping back to give the hiker a chance to shed his backpack and several layers of clothing.

 

Soul Searcher surveyed the sage’s humble abode. He was expecting a lavish palace, ornately decorated and displaying artifacts of all her technological innovations—television, airplanes, pocket-sized black holes, maybe even a slip of paper congratulating her when she cured all the cancers. However, this was just a simple, one-room cottage burrowed into the mountain face, complete with a kitchenette, a bed, a few candles, and a purple throw rug in the middle of the room.

 

“Hey, kid, you want tea or something?” Rainbow Dash tended a steaming kettle on the stovetop.

 

Soul Searcher put his hooves together and bowed. “That would be gracious of you, Master.”

 

Rainbow groaned. Master, sensei, oh wise and infallible, oh keen and venerable... One of these days, she’d like to be insulted or something, just to shake things up. “Uh, Rainbow Dash will do just fine.”

 

“As you say, Master Rainbow Dash.” Soul Searcher accepted the tea cup and took a sip. He found a spot on one end of the purple rug and sat down.

 

Rainbow Dash sat across from him and took a sip of her own tea, which only launched her into a fit of coughing and sputtering. Soul Searcher reached out a hoof. “Are you all right, Master Rainbow Dash?”

 

“Course not, kid,” she said, gagging as she swallowed another mouthful. “I hate tea. It tastes like bath water, epigallocatechin esters, and dimeric proanthocyanidins.” She set her cup down and sighed. “I drink it because it reassures me that death is inevitable. What brings you here?”

 

“I’ve come a long way, Master,” Soul Searcher said, holding the teacup close to his body to warm him up. “I’ve travelled all around the world, seeking your immense wisdom and knowledge.”

 

Rainbow chortled. “Well, since you came looking for me, you obviously don’t have any."

 

Soul looked down and sighed, embarrassed. He rubbed his neck, realizing for the first time since he had arrived that he was tired.

 

“Geez, kid, that was a joke. Lighten up.” She took another sip of her tea, cringing as she did so. “Whatcha want wisdom on?”

 

Soul Searcher looked up into Rainbow Dash’s tired old eyes, hopeful he’d finally find what he was looking for. “What is our purpose in life?”

 

There it was. Everypony always asked the same question. If only these travellers and truth-seekers could share her answer with each other. Rainbow took a deep breath in and began her spiel. “First we must ask ourselves: what is being?” she said, picking at a chip on her teacup. “Being is but a state of existence. What does it mean to be? When do we graduate from being to living? What is living, and what is our purpose? To be, to live, or to ask more questions?”

 

Soul Searcher nodded, setting his cup of tea down to fully appreciate the unfolding of undiluted wisdom before him.

 

“But then the question becomes, what is a question? A collection of words in search of truth.” Rainbow yawned. “But how are questions answered when truth is not absolute? What distinguishes my truth from your truth? When do we live the truth, and when do we become it?”

 

“Yes,” Soul Searcher mumbled, nodding as he entered into a state of hippie nirvana. “So true.”

 

“But what is true in this world? It is said that the only things certain in this world are death and taxes. What do taxes tax, though, and what does death tax? What does tax death, for that matter? What does matter tax and, more importantly, what tax does certain death matter?” Rainbow almost nodded off, but forced herself awake to continue. “But then the argument becomes ‘questions death certain tax matters’ as opposed to ‘death questions certain matters truth’.”

 

Soul Searcher refused to question if these words were forming proper sentences, because they resonated with him. Questions death certain does tax matters. His knees shook in anticipation.

 

Rainbow rubbed and stretched her neck. “But what truth in questions does death offer besides matters of which are certain? Which brings us back to the original question—what is being?”

 

“Yes, yes!” Soul Searcher exclaimed, holding those words close to his chest, feeling them warm his heart. Gears clicked in his mind as he attained full enlightenment. “I see it now! I see truth!”

 

Rainbow shrugged. “Really? Well, I’m glad somepony could make sense of it.”

 

“Oh, thank you,” Soul said, leaning back until he was lying down, still bathing in the euphoria. “Thank you, thank you, a thousand times thank you.”

 

“Don’t mention it,” Rainbow said, putting Soul’s coats and things back on him while he lay there in his revelatory stupor. “Glad I could help. Thanks for coming, don’t come back. Watch your step on the way down, mountainside’s slippery.”

 

Soul smiled, a tear forming in his eye as Rainbow Dash pushed him out the door. “Thank you, Master Rainbow Dash.” He dipped in a deep bow. “Your wisdom is a blessing to all ponykind.”

 

Right. All ponykind. As Twilight and so many others said, it was always for all ponykind. Rainbow had given all ponykind every drop of sweat, every hour of every day, every accidentally swallowed bit of chalk, every inkling of knowledge she could fit in her head, and all ponykind gave her in return was a demand for more, more, more, until all that was left in her head was a mental skeleton. And even when she moved away, far away where she thought no one would find her, ponykind kept coming for more.

 

Rainbow Dash looked Soul Searcher in the eye and gave him exactly what she thought all ponykind deserved. She refilled his cup of tea and followed that up with a swift kick to the jaw, sending him reeling and tumbling down the mountainside.

 

Satisfied, Rainbow Dash smiled, closed the door, and took another sip of her tea.
      

      
   
      Grandiose Delusions


      

      
      
         Trixie halted. She was out of breath from pulling her cart uphill, but this was not what made her stop; it was laying eyes on Manehatten for the first time. From up here, the city with its high, many-windowed buildings glimmered in the noontime sun, much like the gentle ripples of the ocean surrounding it. It was like a jewel in a sea of glass. Down there were thousands, no, millions of ponies that had not yet heard of her… and she was going to change that.








“Come and behold the great and powerful Trixie!” she shouted across Briddle Square where she’d just set up her stage. It was late afternoon and the area was crowded beyond anything she’d ever seen. However, nopony stopped.



“Watch in awe as the great and powerful Trixie performs the most spectacular feats of magic ever witnessed by pony eyes!” she continued and fired her trademark fireworks, throwing her arms up in a winning pose. Some ponies jerked at the explosions and cast sideways glances at her.



“Excuse me, madam.” Two stallions wearing matching, blue clothing had stopped infront of the stage.



“Oh, a challenger. Do you by any means question the magical abilities of the great and powerful Trixie?” 



The speaking stallion’s face remained solemn while the one standing in the back chuckled. “No ma'am, we’re the police.” The pony whisked a metal badge from one of his shirt’s pockets and showed it to her. “You can’t set up a stage in the middle of a public square without a permit”



Trixie grinned. “I see: instead of challenging me outright you try to make me leave? You will find that the great and powerful Trixie is not so easily intimidated.”



The speaking stallion shook his head wearily. “Please be reasonable. I really don’t want to do this, but if you don’t pack up and leave this square I’ll have to arrest you.”



Trixie reared onto her hind legs and conjured a black cloud above the two stallions. “Be gone!” she shouted as she let two lightning strikes go down on them. They hardly flinched. Within a second they were on the stage. The speaker tackled her, bringing both of them onto the rough wooden planks. The other stallion got on top of Trixie and twisted her arm backwards.



“Ouch, you’re hurting me! Alright, alright, I submit, let go off me!”



The stallion loosened his grip. “You’ll come quietly from now on?”



“Yes, I’ll… Trixie will come quietly. Because you asked so nicely.”








At the police station, Trixie found herself locked into a room with a single, barred window, grey walls, a bunk bed and a sink. She sat down on the bed and massaged her hurting shoulder. Muffled talking could be heard through the massive steel door, but Trixie only picked up scraps: “Lunatic… shot lightning at us… great and powerful my ass.”



She probably shouldn’t have picked a fight right away, but she’d been frustrated. So many ponies had walked past without even a glance, others had looked as though she’d been a mildly frightening insect. What an abysmal start for her conquest of Manehattan.



The metal door swung open and a middle-aged mare wearing glasses and a pinned up mane looked at her. “Trixie, right? come with me please.”



Trixie got up and followed the mare to a desk in the next room. The mare sat down and offered Trixie a seat to the opposite side. “So, Trixie, Bucks and Simmer told me what happened. You’re not from here, am I right?”



“Trixie travels all over Equestria to prove her talent to all of ponykind.”



“Right… so, before you can prove yourself to Manehattan though, there’s still a small matter to settle: you attacked two police ponies. Unlike most rural areas in Equestria, Manehattan has a police force that makes sure laws are upheld. If you disobey these laws, they can arrest you and bring you before court where a judge and possibly a jury will decide your punishment.”



“P- punishment?” Cold sweat broke out on Trixie's forehead. Her belly felt as though someone had just dropped a bucket of ice in it.



“Yes, punishment. However, since nopony was hurt and it is obvious that you’re new to the city, the two officers you attacked agreed to refrain from pressing charges if you agree not to set up stages without permit again, and promise to not attack anypony with lightning strikes or in any other way unless in self-defense. Do you agree to that?”



Trixie, who’d been staring open-mouthed, nodded hastily. “Y-yes, and… I’m sorry. I was frustrated and acted like a brute. I should have learned that lesson already, but I lost control.”



The bespectacled mare considered her for a moment, then continued. “We’ve got an agreement then. Do not take this lightly. If you get into trouble again, this case might be brought up again and we might press charges after all.”



Trixie nodded, her head bowed.



“Now that’s settled: you’re a performer, right?”



Trixie looked up, taken aback. “The great and powerful Trixie is no mere performer, but the most magical equine Equestria has ever seen!”



“Well then, this might be a thing for you: there’s this talent show in two days called Equestria’s Got Talent. I wonder why you haven’t heard of it already, it’s all over TV. Anyway, this is really big, winning it will make you famous almost overnight. If you’re interested, I’ll show you where to go.”



The mare got up and went to a big map on a wall in the back of the room, Trixie right on her heels.








It was nighttime when she arrived in front of the big building. It was at least ten stories high and the harsh electric lights of the street lanterns were mirrored in its glass fronts: a dark tower imprisoning feverish fireflies. Trixie set down her cart in front of it. She took a few deep breaths, her head swimming with today’s events, before hunger and exhaustion came crashing down on her. She crawled into the back of her card and managed to take a few bites off a cereal bar before sleep overwhelmed her.







Hard rapping at the side of her cart woke her up. “Yo, wake up ya snoring fool!”



Trixie stuck her head out the back, the bright light of day almost blinding her. “What is it?”



“This ain’t no place for camping, ya blocking the goddamn entrance.”



As Trixie’s eyes adapted, she realized the mare cussing at her was pulling a taxi. Behind her, three other taxi’s were already waiting for her to move, blocking the whole street.



“Ya gonna move already or what you goddamn fool, want me to call the cops?”



“Who’s the cops?” Trixie asked, still half asleep.



“Po-lice. They’s gonna move yo ass alright.”



Trixie jumped out of her cart and pulled it away from the entrance onto the sidewalk. “Thought so,” the taxi mare said as she passed her.



Her heart still pounding, Trixie watched the many taxis and other morning traffic until she had calmed a bit. Ponies pulling carts on the streets, ponies slouching, walking or outright running on the sidewalks, two, no three construction sites within earshot… now that she was awake, she wondered how she’d slept through all the noise they made.



She finished her cereal bar from the day before, then looked at the ominous building again. Equestria’s Got Talent was written on a banner at the entrance, and ponies had already lined up. Trixie joined them.



“—so I’ll be singing them ‘Blue Suede Horseshoes’, it’ll rock their world,” a stallion with a pompadour mane and leather jacket said to another waiting mare. “Or what do you think,” he asked Trixie as he spotted her, “maybe ‘Are you lonesome tonight?’”



“The great and powerful Trixie’s nights are none of your business, mortal.”



“Wow, wow, wow,” the stallion took a step back, then smiled. “Babe, ‘Don’t be cruel’, ‘Love me tender’.”



Trixie hoped this situation registered for self-defense. She conjured the tiniest of clouds and shot the tiniest of lightnings at the stallions backside.



“Ouch!” he yelped, then laughed. “Haha, ‘Alright, Okay, You Win’” With that, he turned back to the mare in front of him to continue their conversation.



As the crowd entered the building, Trixie saw that all the ponies were directed to three counters with a big sign above them that said Registration. She had to wait what felt like hours until she reached one of them.



“We don’t need any more singers, thank you. Next.” The mare at the counter told the peculiar stallion that had been in line in front of Trixie.



“You don’t know what you’re missing,” the stallion said as he turned to leave. He winked at Trixie. “Good luck, babe.”



Trixie stepped in front of the counter. “The great and powerful Trixie heard that you seek beings of extraordinary talent, and has decided to enrich your event with her presence.”



“Uhm… okaaay.” The receptionist said. “So, judging from the hat and cloak, you do magic tricks?”



“Not tricks, but some ponies call them so. My magic surpasses the comprehensive capabilities of mortals.”



“Riiight… well, loonies are always entertaining, you’re in. Be here at 4 p.m. tomorrow.” The receptionist bowed down over a stack of paper. “What was your name again?”



“The great and powerful Trixie. Remember it!”



The receptionist chuckled. “I will, I will.”







Back outside the building, Trixie went to her cart, only to see that a stallion in blue uniform stood right next to it and was scribbling something on a piece of paper. The ice in her belly was back. She stopped in her tracks and stared at the police pony, her knees wobbly.



The police pony noticed her and looked up. “Your trailer?” he asked.



Trixie swallowed hard. “Y-yes.”



“You’re blocking the sidewalk.”



“Uh… uhm… I’m sorry?”



“You can’t just park this wherever you want, there are designated camping sites for stuff like that, you know.”



“Uhm… so where can I go?” Trixie asked.



“There’s a camping site just outside of town, this way.” He pointed.








Trixie tried to remember all the streets she passed and turns she took to find her way back to the big Equestria’s got Talent building the next day, but there were so many, she lost count very quickly. When she had reached the outskirts of Manehattan, she had to ask several people to find the camping site the police pony had pointed her to. When she finally got there, it was late afternoon and she’d run out of cereal bars.



She stopped at a small hut next to a gate. The inhabitant, a very old stallion, seemed to have heard her and was already looking at her out of his window. He said nothing.



“The great and humble Trixie would like to stay here, please.”



“Three bits three days, five bits a week. Showers cost extra, lake’s free.”



Trixie went to and got her purse: two bits. She crawled the back of her cart and searched for more in the cracks: two more bits. She passed three of her precious coins to the warden and entered the camp site.



A long, winding path covered in gravel lead to a small lake that was enclosed in a sea of green pastures and interspersed with fruit trees. Along the path were several caravans, some big and luxurious, others small and shabby. She saw several ponies as she pulled her cart towards the lake, and finally noticed what she’d been missing as she’d walked through Manehattan; they smiled.



The wheels of Trixies cart ceased their crunchy sounds as she steered off the path towards a small group of trees near the lake, which resulted in a silence only interrupted by the singing of birds and the laughter of a distant group of foals. Only when she had entered the shade underneath the trees did she notice that the spot was not vacant: a large but rather shabby caravan stood there already.



Before Trixie could think about searching another location, a small head popped out of one of the caravan’s windows. “Hi there, are you a wizard?” The filly couldn’t be past the age of six.



“Not just any wizard my little filly. Behold the powers of the great and powerful Trixie!” Trixie reared on her hind legs and drew a rainbow into the air with the tip of her hooves.



“Wooow. Can you do more?”



“More?” Trixie chuckled. “I am the most magical equ—”



“Can I go get my friends? Will you be our neighbor?”



“Uhm… sure.” Trixie wasn’t entirely sure if the filly got more than the ‘uhm’, though: she’d launched herself from the open window and was already dashing for another settlement of caravans. In her stead though, a grown mare now looked out the caravan at Trixie.



“Hi there, too!” she said.



“Greetings, mortal.”



The mare chuckled. “I’m Passiflora. You can call me Passi or Flora, both is fine.This was my daughter you just met there. Daisy’s always liked magic, but we’re all earth ponies. She’s really lucky you came along.”



“Yes, I believe she’ll be a fine minion.”



“Haha, you’re a real character, huh.” The mare rested her head on her hooves and learned on the window sill. “She’ll be back with the whole horde in no time, I hope you’re ready for them, they can be quite a handful.” 



“The great and powerful Trixie has vanquished Ursa Majors befo—Ursa Min—well, no I haven’t, but I can handle kids.”



“Alrighty then, here they come” The mare cocked her head towards somewhere behind Trixie. She turned to look and saw more than a dozen of foals run towards their group of trees. Before she could do more than take a deep breath, they had surrounded her and were demanding: “Magic! Magic!”



“Alright, my little admirers, stay put.” Trixie jumped into her cart and made it fan-out her stage. From there, she blasted her whole assortment of tricks. Fireworks, conjured rainbows and other light effects, lightning, levitation; the kids gasped in awe and laughed at all the right places. Some of them actually rolled around the floor when Trixie gave Passiflora a moustache. When she was out of spells, she thought of something new and encased all of the kids in magical soap bubbles: floating and bouncing off the ground and each other, they laughed and shrieked. This gave Trixie a much needed break: she conjured a chaise longue and dropped in exhaustion.



Passiflora hopped onto the stage and set down next to her. “You’re great. I really like this one.” she stroked her purple moustache. “I think my husband won’t, though, haha!” 



Trixies horn started to glow, and the moustache vanished with a pop. The popping sound was followed by a deep grumbling emanating from Trixie’s belly.



“Oh my… say, do you want to join us for dinner? It’s the least I can do for that awesome show,” Passiflora said.



“The great and hungry Trixie will graciously accept your gifts of submission.”








Well fed and satisfied from a meal surrounded by admirers and minions, Trixie slept through the whole morning. When she woke, she stuck her nose out her cart; a warm breeze greeted her with the scent of freshly mown grass. She took a deep breath and postponed opening her eyes for a bit longer.



“Hi Trixie, you’re still here?” Passiflora’s voice.



“Hello. What do you mean, still here?” Trixie asked, voice muffled by her head still resting on the edge of the cart.



“Didn’t you say you had a competition to win or something yesterday?”



Trixie’s eyes snapped open. “What time is it?”



Passiflora, who’d stopped right in front of the cart, looked up at the sky. “Oh, sometime about after midday. We had lunch already, but we still got leftovers. Want some?”



“Thank you, but I’ve got to run.” With that, Trixie jumped from her cart and dashed across the pastures, down the gravel path, through the gateway that enclosed the camping grounds and onto the road that led to the city.








“And now for our last contestant of the day: The great and powerful Trixie!” a voice announced to the hall behind the curtain before hooves from behind pushed her onto the stage. She’d barely made in time and was still out of breath from all the running.



Trixie found herself on the biggest stage she’d ever seen: more than fifty feet in length, Trixie would have to scale her effects up to make them work. Directly in front of the stage sat three ponies with folded forearms, mustering her with mild interest—the judges, apparently. Behind them, several hundred ponies were only distinguishable by the reflection of the bright stage lights in their eyes, and all eyes were on Trixie. The attention electrified her.



“So, great and powerful Trixie, why are you here today?” on of the three front row ponies asked. According to the name badge, a unicorn by the name of Crimson Scowl.



“The great and powerful Trixie heard you were searching for beings of ultimate talent. She is the most powerfully magical equine in the history of time itself. Trixie shall be known by every pony in all of Equestria!”



“And you’ll perform… what?” the pony asked, his face still expressionless.



“Behold!” Trixie got onto her hind legs, her arms stretched wide. The stage lights went out with a bang as she fired her first blast of fireworks. She conjured balls of fire and levitated them through the air, illuminating the whole hall. Then, before she could continue to her lightning storm, a loud buzzing cut through the sound of her conjured fanfares. Somewhere in the darkness in front of Trixie, a red cross popped up. Her lightning strikes fizzled. Two more buzzing sounds rang through the hall, and the stage lights popped on again.



“What?!” Trixie asked, bewildered and annoyed.



The audience was dead silent as the only mare among the judges leaned forward and spoke in a nasal voice: “That was, like, sooo last century. I mean, I wasn’t gonna say anything about your outfit, but that hat is something, like, Clopperfield’s granddad could have worn. Don’t get me wrong, my little nephew is in kindergarten and he’d love your show, but for the big stage, this isn’t gonna cut it, hun.”



Trixie just stood there, open mouthed.



“If you could show us something really new and astonishing, oh great and powerful Trixie, we might still change our minds,” Crimson Scowl said and raised an eyebrow.



With a popping sound, a moustache appeared on his face. The audience roared, and the other two judges nearly fell off their seats laughing.



“So you’d make due as a manestylist, interesting… but not enough. A ‘No’ from me.”



“No, sorry, hun.” the female judge said.



“Nope,” the third judge agreed, still chuckling.



Trixie condensed all her anger into a single spell and threw it at Crimson Scowl. His mane and moustache turned a bright, iridescent green. To roaring laughter and applause from the audience, Trixie left the stage, her head held high in defiance.








“Oh great and powerful Trixie, I beg you to hear me out.” The stallion had just stopped her outside the Equestria’s Got Talent’ building, was wearing a suit and actually bowing before her.



“Speak, mortal.”



“I pity the fools that did not realize your potential, but I, Golden Tush, am different. Please accept me as your manager, and I shall pave your way to glory.” His smile revealed a single, glinting, golden tooth.



“Continue.”



“It is not only I that has seen and acknowledges your true power, but others also. Many speak of your unique talents and admire you, and would even pay to be able to meet you and reflect some of your radiance.”



“This sounds like a proposition Trixie could agree to.” Trixie said.



“Well then, great and powerful Trixie, would you follow me so we can talk in more detail? I have the paperwork in my office.” He beckoned her to follow him down the street.



“Trixie needs to get her cart from outside of town first…” she said hesitantly.



“Oh, there’ll be plenty of time for that later. Let’s start working on your ascension into celebrity first. I’ll sponsor you a hotel room for the time being.” The pony in suit smiled again.



Trixie hesitated for another moment. “Well, alright then.”








“Turquoise, please,” the mare said and sat down in front of the big mirror.



Trixies jaw dropped: “Wha—”



“And could you make it that they glow in the dark? I want to be the star of the nightclub!”



“Golden Tush, a word.” Trixie stomped into the room next door, the pony in suits following her. “Is this what you meant by ‘ponies wanted to see Trixie’? That I shall dye their manes?!” Trixie’s eyes promised murder.



“It is only a stepping stone, oh great and powerful Trixie, I swear.” He bowed, then smiled at her. “From the bits made this way, it will be possible to rent out city hall and make people see the complete scope of your grandeur.”



Trixie was still breathing heavily.



“First Manehattan, then all of Equestria shall know your true talent. Just a stepping stone.” Golden Tush’s smile grew wide, his gold tooth glinting in the cold light of the electric lamps that illuminated the windowless room. “Besides, you have signed the contract.”



“What do you mean by that?” Trixie asked.



“This means that you’ll either work this job until you’ve earned my initial investment and then some, reimburse me from your own funds, or, if you can’t do that, get arrested.”



Trixie swallowed hard. “Alright, just a stepping stone, right?”



“That’s right,” Golden Tush’s smile was back to normal. “Now then, shall we continue?” He pointed back to the room with the chair and mirror.








“Just one more for today, should be here in less than five minutes.”



Sharp Quill was the receptionist and responsible for the appointments. It had been three days already since Trixie had taken up the position of queen of mane dyers.



Trixie didn’t turn around to acknowledge him. She was standing with her back to the room with the chair and mirror and looked outside the window onto the busy streets of Manehattan. Night was starting to fall, and the tapping of rain muffled the noises of the city. Dark figures could be seen from time to time, hushing through the little oases of light created by the lanterns. Trixie’s eyes were fixed on the big, brightly illuminated billboard right across the street though: it bore her portrait, along with the title The Great And Colorful Trixie.



“You’ve made it.” Sharp Quill had stopped behind her, following her gaze.



Trixie turned to him and raised her eyebrows: “Hmm?”



“I mean: You’re famous. Everypony in Manehattan knows your name, your face. You should see the waiting list for our little boutique here, we’re booked out for months to come!” Enthusiasm radiated from Sharp Quill’s face.



“Hmm.” Trixie looked out the window again. A young stallion had stopped in one of the lantern’s pools of light outside. He was standing perfectly still, looking up at the building with its dark glass fronts. Trixie remembered being in his place, staring at a similar building, and wondered what he saw.







“The great and colorful Trixie, it’s an honor.” The last customer of the day, a young mare, actually did a small curtsy.



A smile flickered across Trixie’s face. “How can Trixie brighten your existence, mortal?”



“I’d like a rainbow colored mane, can you do that?”



Trixie did not waste words, but turned the mare’s mane into a rainbow, starting with violet at the hairline and ending with red at the tips.



“Oh, that’s perfect!” The mare jumped from the chair and looked at herself in the mirror from all angles. “I love it, thank you so much.” The mare jumped towards the exit, but turned her head one more time just before the door. “One more thing: when will it wear off?”



“Wear off?” Trixie asked, raising an eyebrow.



“Yes, uhm, or, like, grow out?”



“It won’t.”



The mare turned around to face her, eyes wide. “You mean this is permanent?”



“Well, the great and powerful Trixie can change it back of course.”



“Oh no, oh please change it back.” The mare prostrated herself before Trixie.



Trixie took a step back. “Right now?”



“Yes, pleeease.”



With a popping sound, the mare’s mane went back to its original auburn color. She cast a quick glance in the mirror before she fled without saying another word.








The next day, Trixie left her hotel at eight o’clock in the morning. All went well until she laid eyes on the tower of glass she had been working in: a mob of several dozen ponies was waiting before the entrance, and not just any mob; bright reds and greens, iridescent blues and shrill neon colored manes that shone brighter than the early morning sun could explain crowned their heads.



“There she is!” a stallion with a bright orange mohawk that made him look as though he was on fire shouted. With a roar, the whole mob started dashing towards Trixie.



Trixie turned on the spot and fled down the street. Some of the mob were catching up to her, though. A box of camouflage powder makeup whisked past her head.



“Hold her!” somepony shouted. Ponies were grabbing at her from the sides, but she managed to dodge them.



Trixie turned into a narrow alleyway, but after a few more galloping steps crashed into a red brick wall: a dead end. She turned around to find her pursuers already charging towards her. She conjured up a dark cloud that filled the whole passage and released a volley of lightnings. As the cloud lifted again, her pursuers had stopped in their tracks.



“What is this all about? Why are you hunting me?!” Trixie screamed.



Somepony in the front row threw something towards her. She caught it with her magic: it was a newspaper. The cover image was a picture of Trixie. The headline read: Trixie’s Colors: Permanent And Irreversible!



“You messed up our manes FOREVER!” a mare shouted from someway back.



“Why didn’t you tell us the color was permanent?”



“You never asked!” Trixie shouted furiously. “And of course it is reversible. Look!” She turned the fiery orange mohawk of the stallion in first row back to his natural mahogany. “See?”



“Do mine, too!”



“And mine!”



Everypony started shouting. Trixie took a deep breath, then started working.








Back at the tower of glass, Trixie found another mob of past customers in the reception area. Sharp Quill had been tied, gagged, and propped up on the chair behind his desk. When they noticed her, they all turned and started talking and shouting all at once; they looked and sounded like a flock of crazed peacocks.



Without further ado, Trixie turned the first peacock’s plumage back to its original, unremarkable color. The gabbling stopped for a single second in which all the peacocks stared at the renormalized pony. Then, the gabbling started all anew. Trixie sighed and continued the decoloring of the flock.



As it turned out, Golden Tush’s phone was dead and his hotel room had been checked out… he’d fled before shit had hit the fan. He’d left the cash box though, and Trixie plundered it to reimburse those customers that demanded it. The leftovers she left to Sharp Quill.



“So, what are you going to do now Trixie?” he asked her when no more angry peacocks were around and they were getting ready to leave.



“The great and powerful Trixie…” She paused, blinked. Her lips twitched. “... will continue on her journey.”



“Well, I guess we won’t be seeing each other again, then.” Sharp Quill smiled sadly.



“Oh, be assured of it, you will hear of Trixie again.” With that, Trixie left the building and stepped out onto the streets of Manehattan. The night’s air was fresh but cold, and she had a long way to go yet.








Soft singing reached Trixie’s ears. She rolled onto her back, and through a crack in the wooden roof fell a ray of light directly into her left eye. She groaned and turned again, resting her head on the wooden ledge at the backend of her cart, sticking her nose outside. The scent of blueberry muffins made her smile, and she was ready to doze off once more when a shrill voice rang from right in front of her: “You’re back!”



Her eyes snapped open. Daisy’s face was inches from her’s. Trixie jerked back a little, then instantly tried to conceal it by stretching extensively. “Yes, my little minion, Trixie is back indeed.”



“Mummy paid for your spot while you were away. She’s baking right now, want some later?”



Trixie stopped her stretching and considered the filly for a moment. Then, she smiled: “I’ll have to thank her later, and I’d love to… but I want to show you something first. Trixie’s learned a new trick.” Trixie got out of her cart and stretched some more, then looked for a suitable target until she spotted an unsuspecting rabbit a few feet away. “Look at the rabbit.” With a pop, the rabbit turned into a colorful peacock. The peacock tried to continue grazing for a moment, then stopped, looked their way and cooed perplexedly.



“Wow, hahaha!” Daisy nearly fell over laughing.



“Yes, the great and powerful Trixie has learned all about peacocks lately.” Trixie kept looking at Daisy as she turned the peacock into a rabbit again. The filly gasped in astonishment, and like a lightning strike the realization hit her: this gasp was what she’d been longing for all along.
      

      
   
      Ain't No Party Like a Pinkie Pie Party


      

      
      
             Ever since my early days of life my mother told me that I should grow up to be a mare of science, and I have taken her words to heart. “Now Twilight,” she told me, “remember that there exists only one objective truth, one on which everyone should hold their standards. I expect nothing less from you.”



    I have taken her advice to heart and to this day I have never told a lie in my life. Not when I was little and asked who stole from the cookie jar, pointed to Shining Armor, and went my merry way wiping crumbs off my hooves—nor as an adult when Spike asks me uncomfortable questions such as “Why are you staring at carousel boutique’s windows with a pair of binoculars?”



    A mare of science needs a particular field of expertise, and I so happened to chose alcohol. I’ve only been drunk once in my life, and that was when I was five I found my way into my father’s wine closet and downed a whole bottle of Chardonneigh. From that moment I had a calling. I read every book I could find on the chemistry and the history of the stuff. This knowledge always has its usage, such as informing Shining Armor of the best beers to get for his crazy high-school parties or spiking Princess Celestia’s drinks whenever she became angry with me.



    The only mare I have ever met who shattered my objective truth was a mare named Pinkie Pie. Only Pinkie could conjure objects from nothing—shatter physical laws such as the conservation of energy. One time she downed 12 shots of her very own “Special balloon cocktail”—a substance so vile and alcoholic that Luna passed out after half a shot—with no ill effects of the liquor entering her system. I have often wondered if she was secretly a robot built by Celestia to test my faith, but in the end that was not true. I discovered the hard way as I watched the dust of her body drift in the wind. Dust that entered my eye and distracted me, for a few seconds, from my red solo cup.








    It came as a shock when Celestia told me she wanted me to become a commuter. She offered some jargon about “making friends” and “getting more exercise” so I took Spike and we moved to a small town named Ponyville. However the ponies there had a weird issue with segregating people born into riches with those who acquire them. They even had a giant red line of paint that split the town through the giant fountain with a fresh coat applied every morning by Ditzy Doo.



    As my parent were not rich, I was forced to live on the West side which could easily be called the less fashionable part of town, mostly because Carousel Boutique was across the fountain from me.



    It just so happened that I was invited to dinner at the Boutique a few nights after moving to dine with the owner, Rarity, and her friend—my cousin—a mare who lives in a shack on the outskirts of town, Fluttershy. She recently married one of the fastest fliers in Equestria and longtime wonderbolts fangirl, Rainbow Dash. 



    Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash had only moved here recently after moving from Cloudsdale to the Griffon Kingdom for absolutely no reason then moving back out here a week later. Supposedly this is a permanent fixture, but I doubt Rainbow Dash knows the meaning of the word Permanent. Just last week I figured out she couldn’t spell the word “tongue…”



    As supported by her blue color, Rainbow Dash could be fairly vain. “Nice place she got here, isn’t it,” she said as she opened the door of the boutique for me on the warm, windless day. “Although it’s not as nice as my cloud palace. I’d love to show you sometime, but you can’t walk on clouds. I’ll have you know that place was expensive. In fact, it took me a full two week’s salary to pay off my house.”



    She walked me into the center room where two mares were sprawled out on a light blue couch. The first mare was of course Fluttershy, who attempted to rise and greet me but quickly sat back down when she felt the heat.



    I assumed the other mare was Rarity because the owner of a clothing store would be the only pony insane enough to be wearing clothes on a day like today. Her outfit was the color of her skin and dangled helplessly towards the ground as if it were desperately trying to grab the wind that never came.



    She yawned and stood up. “I’ve been sitting on that couch all day, it’s time I get up.” She stretched out her back as I watched in awe of the pure beauty standing before me. The perfectness of her hair, the smoothness of her fur—the perfect curve of her hind quarters as she rocked backwards to stretch out her front legs. After a minute of cracks and yawns, she finally acknowledged my presence. 



    “Hey, Fluttershy said you lived on the other side of the fountain? I know someone there, a mare called Miss Pie.”



    “Pie?” echoed Fluttershy, looking at Rarity before rolling her eyes into a flashback.

    “I hope it’s Apple,” said Rainbow Dash, “because I’m starving!”



    A few background Earth Ponies came out and set a nearby table with food. We all sat down, and I grabbed a fork with my hoof but was stopped before I could raise it to my mouth.



    “You know, since you’re a unicorn you should really use your magic,” ejected Rainbow Dash from across the table. “After All, if you don’t use your magic you’re not much different than an Earth Pony, who is only fit to live on a farm or be a servant for the superior races.”



    Well, that was objectively racist, I thought.



    “Twilight, you’re a mare of science. Surely you agree?”



    “Well, I uh…” The phone rang. That was a close one. Rainbow Dash ran out to answer it and the rest of us continued eating.



    “If you don’t mind,” whispered Fluttershy, “I’d like to change the conversation topic to something nicer. Like artificial insemination.”



    “What about it,” asked I as I stabbed at a piece of broccoli. 



    “It’s just that I don’t get why it’s illegal here in Ponyville. Rainbow Dash and I want a baby, and when we get one, I hope she’ll be a rabbit—that’s the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little rabbit.”



    I sniffed my glass of water to make sure it wasn’t spiked. It wasn’t. That only made me want to spike it with something.



    Breaking the next silence, Fluttershy spoke up again. “Rarity’s competing in the Sisterhooves social next week.”



    “Oh, yes, that little thing? Sweetie Bell and I compete every year. We even made it to nationals last year.” While saying this she waved her hoof in front of her face. It occurred to me that I had seen Rarity before, several times in Canterlot. The most prominently she appeared in my memory was last year’s regionals where she narrowly took the last qualifying spot.



    Rainbow Dash finally finished her phone call and came outside. “Sorry about that.”



    Fluttershy narrowed her eyes and said, “We need to go. Now!” The anger contained in her quiet voice startled me. I had never known anyone to talk with such distinct inflections. Paralyzed, neither Rarity or I said anything until they left.



    “What was that about?”



    “Oh, you don’t know? I thought everyone knew,” singsonged Rarity. “Rainbow Dash has a mare in Canterlot.” We both stood up. “Well, I guess you should be going. Who knows what could happen while you’re over at a stranger’s house.” I agreed and walked home.



    Before reentering my abode, I paused and examined the house next to mine, a sweet shop known as Sugarcube Corner. In an upper window I as the silhouette of a mare staring out into the distance. I assumed this way Miss Pie, after all where else would a Pie live? I considered calling to her, but figured she wouldn’t hear me and trotted inside.








    The only train stop between Canterlot and Ponyville is a small junction where scattered Changelings have come to rest. Many of these vagabonds have turned gray from their lack of nutrition, clouds of ash from the fifteen mechanics, and extra ultraviolet radiation that stemmed from a giant sign of Princess Celestia’s purple eyes staring down with the caption “Celestia is watching you.” A little reminder that our nations are still at war and of Princess Celestia’s generosity to the evil species.



    I usually ignored this stop and wouldn’t look up from whatever book or drink I was burying my face in, but Rainbow Dash made me get off when the two of us were riding up to Canterlot a few days after our dinner.



    “She’s the awesomest gal I’ve ever seen.” For whatever reason Dash thought it a good idea to show the cousin of the mare she’s cheating on her mistress. There’s no way this could backfire in the foreseeable future.



    We trotted up to the closest mechanic shop where a changeling was fixing a train caboose. He glanced up to see who was approaching him. “Ay, Dash. When you gonna sell me dat carriage you promised me a year back?”



    “Soon,” she replied. “I just need to run a few more errands with it.”



    “Bah. You haven’t used dat thing in ages.”



    The phone rang and the mechanic left the room to answer it. In the meantime, another changeling in a petite blue dress, presumably the mechanic’s wife, came down to Rainbow Dash the the two started vigorously making out. Her shell was still black, so I could only assume she spends most of her time inside.



    I can see why Dash would have fallen in love with a Changeling. The ability to use magic to shape shift registers with nearly everypony as “awesome”—as Dash would put it. I myself have an interest with the species, and personally hope I get to perform a dissection on one in the near future.



    The couple broke apart. “Clihtak, take the next train up to Canterlot and meet us by the station,” said Rainbow Dash. We were out of the place before the other Changeling got back. We finished our ride up to Canterlot.



    “Quite the conversationalist,” I said.



    “Yeah, she’s great isn’t she?” Dash spent the rest of the time we were waiting telling me about how awesome Clihtak was. I spent the rest of the time eating ice cream and pretending to be interested.



    After a long while, it was clear that Clihtak was unable to make it to town. “Dash, we should probably get going or we’ll miss our show.”



    “Here’s your ticket. I only really want to watch it with Clihtak.” I looked down at the paper she handed me. “Dolphins On Ice.” I changed my mind about seeing the show and called up my brother, who agreed to meet me at a local tavern.



    I’ve only gotten drunk twice in my life, and the second time was that afternoon in Canterlot. At least I assumed we stayed in Canterlot. I’m not sure because the next time I remember was waking up on my couch the next evening.



    On the floor was an invitation of a party signed by the elusive Pinkamena Diane Pie for 6:00. The clock said it was only 5:30, but I heard music playing next door so I figured I might as well head over. I walked outside, saw several faces from Canterlot, then immediately went inside to find a dress.



    When I stepped inside sugarcube corner I was greeted by an eruption of confetti. It was coming out of the ground, the ceiling, the windows, even my ears. There was so much confetti in the room that I was convinced she spent a million bits on the stuff. Maybe it was all CGI. I couldn’t tell.



    The place was absolutely packed with ponies of all colors. White Ponies in suits were walking around offering martini’s to the guests, so I took one. (By the way, getting drunk that night still counts as the second time because I wasn’t completely sober yet.) I fought my way through the crowd and up a flight of stairs. I looked over the banister and saw an orchestra arriving. I like high class music, I’m sure Pinkie Pie and I could exchange a few notes when we finally met each other.



    Oh hey, circus music. Even better. I grabbed another martini from a waitress.



    “Hey, lavender unicorn. You new here?” A minty colored unicorn called out from behind me, standing next to a tan earth pony.



    “Yeah. I just moved next door about a week ago,” I replied. “By the way, have you seen Miss Pie anywhere?”



    They laughed, then the tan pony spoke first. “No one sees Pinkie. It’s strange that someone who likes parties as much as she does seems to be hard to find at them.”



    “I heard she killed a man with only her moustache.”



    My eyebrows raised. “Does this mare have a moustache?”



    “No, she doesn’t…” replied the teal one.



    “That’s not it, Lyra” said the other one. “It’s because she’s secretly a changeling spy for the upcoming invasion.”



    “Don’t be ridiculous, Bon Bon.”



    “Now that you mention it, I wonder how many ponies here are secretly changelings.” The couple awkwardly laughed and promptly excused themselves from my presence. I continued to wander around past piles of every type of baked treat you could imagine. Cakes, pies, cookies, rock candy, brownies. I was wondering if we would eat actual food or if we were just supposed to gorge ourselves with sweets. After an hour of wandering and fighting through crowds I found myself in a room with nobody but myself and a giant owl.



    “Don’t worry, the wallpaper is real,” he said before flying out an open window. I went over and checked myself. Yes, it’s real. Wait, what am I doing?



    I reemerged into the sea of ponies who were all “dancing”—as in grinding on each other—and fought my way through the crowd until I found myself sitting next to a pink mare who was silently watching the party.



    “Excuse me, do you know Miss Pie?” I asked to her.



    “I am Miss Pie. Duh. I’m like, the only pink pony in the room Old Sport.”



    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. That should’ve been obvious. “Do you usually call ponies Old Sport?”



    “Well it’s better than being a new math problem!”



    “... I like math.” I wasn’t sure if she heard me because by that time she had darted off and joined in a dirty conga line to an orchestral cover of some edm song. Having met the host and gotten sufficiently drunk, I decided that it was time for one more martini and for me to be heading back home and making sure Spike didn’t set the library on fire. Come to think of it, having a dragon living in a tree doesn’t make much sense. I’ll have to write Princess Celestia about that one.








    One morning I went outside to grab the morning paper and in front of my library was Pinkie Pie in a carriage. “You’re having breakfast with me Old Sport, now come on in.” Having nothing better to do I joined her. Come to think of it, do I ever have anything better to do or do I just go with whoever calls on me. I guess it’s that or study alcohol some more.



    “Old Sport, I need you to help me chose a hat.” I looked in the back of the carriage and did not see any hats, but when my attention turned back to Pinke she was wearing a Wicker hat. “Too girly?” she asked.



    I nodded, then blinked. When my eyes opened, she instead had a top hat and a monocle and the wicker hat was rolling on the ground behind us.



    “Too formal.” I said. Next she tried a baseball hat, and a fedora before we settled on a sailors hat. “That one is cute.”



    “Next, Old Sport, you probably want to know how I obtained my money, because I hear that conversation a lot.”



    “Actually no one’s…”



    “The rumor about me being born on a rock farm was true. Dirt poor, but then I discovered something. It was my party toe.”



    “Your what?” I stared at her, eyes even bigger than the normal ¾ of my face they occupy.



    “My party toe. I discovered when I was young that this one toe on my right front hoof had a twitch; a knack for throwing parties. You know what they say. ‘There ain’t no party like a Pinkie Pie party cuz a Pinkie Party go Woo Woo.’ From there I enrolled in Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Here’s a photo to prove it.”



    I looked at the photo, and indeed there she was, standing right next to Trixie Lulamoon. “Pinkie, you’re not a unicorn.”



    “Yes,” she said while stroking her chin and donning a new deerstalker and pipe, “That is awfully strange. Anyway, I opened a joke shop and became super rich. A joke shop that may or may not serve liquor.”



    We arrived at a little barn in the middle of no where surrounded by apple trees. “My friend Applejack has lunch and a little business deal for you.” We knocked on the door and an orange mare in a stetson opened the door.



    “Howdy y’all. You must be Twilight. Nice to meet you, I’m Applejack.” We went inside and found a table set with everything apple you can imagine. Apple fritters, apple cider, apple stuffed apples, worms. I hate apples.



    “We were wondering if you were interesting in joining our little business, Old Sport,” said Pinkie Pie.



    “Maybe, but I live off government money coming straight from the Princess so I don’t really need the income.”

    “We make alcohol.”



    “Keep talking.”



    “From my high quality apples.”



    I left the house right then and there.







    

    A week later I saw Pinkie outside my house again, so I went over and said hello.



    “Oh, hey Old Sport. Doing anything later today?”



    “Me? Well, I invited Fluttershy over to my house for tea this afternoon, and I’ll probably be spending the rest of the time reading or cooking meth or something.”



    “Fluttershy you say? Would you be annoyed if I stop by for a quick visit then?”



    “Kinda. I don’t go out much and I haven’t had a time to talk to my cousin in a few weeks, so if you could at least give us some time alone I would love that.”



    “Some time alone. Got it,” she said before diving into the fountain. I went over and took a look and she was no longer inside it even though I didn’t see her get out. Maybe she really is a unicorn.



    I continued my path of running errands: groceries, flowers, more thread in case I decided I had extra time to sew Smarty Pants back together. When I got home I took a small jog and showered, and waited for Fluttershy to arrive by looking through the library for something that would have information on this mysterious Pinkie Pie. Nothing.



    Knock, Knock, Knock. I opened up and Fluttershy was there. “Hi, um.”



    “Come in Fluttershy, it’s been so long.” She slipped inside and sat down on the guest couch I pull out whenever I have company. “How’s Rainbow Dash.”



    “Pretty bad actually.” I was waiting for her to say more, but she didn’t so I went to get the tea—mine of course had a tad vodka in it. No sooner had I handed Fluttershy her tea then there was another knock on the door. I went to see who it was.



    “Hey, Old Sport, mind if I drop in?”



    “Please don’t.” She must have been watching to be sure we had “some” time alone.



    “Who’s there?” asked Fluttershy from the background.



    I turned back to answer, “Just a neighbor,” but when I turned my head back Pinkie had disappeared—knowing Pinkie, probably into my library.



    “Hey Fluttershy, remember me? I brought you some flowers.” In her hoof was five dozen flowers of every make and color.”



    “Are those…” began Fluttershy.



    “Yep, FROSTING!” rang Pinkie.



    “I remember you. It’s been five years,” whispered Fluttershy.



    “So it has. What have you been up to?”



    “Pretty much the same. Raising animals. You?”



    “Throwing parties. You should come to one of them.”



    “Oh,” said Fluttershy. “Parties aren’t much my crowd.”



    “Nonsense. Parties have something for everyone. Would you change you mind if you get a chance to see my house?” asked Pinkie.



    “No,” she said. “But I’ll come see it anyway. I’m sure you have a wonderful house.”



    I piped in, “I guess I’ll just be staying here then.”



    “Nonsense, Old Sport. You said it yourself, you don’t get out much.” I obliged, all the while wondering why Pinkie seemed so determined to third wheel herself.



    With everypony gone you could see the house itself more clearly and it was… well… pink. She knew how to balance her colors with trinkets of blue or snippets of yellow, but for the most part the walls were overwhelmingly pink.



    We toured bakeries, kitchens, guest rooms—all nice and tidy. Then we hit her bedroom. The whole room was littered with candy wrappers, half eaten cupcakes, dead parasprites, confetti, streamers, books, and basicly anything else you can think of.



    “Gak!” gasped Fluttershy. 



    “Sorry about the mess, I should probably clean this up.” Watching what she did next nearly gave me a headache, but I’ll try to describe what she did. She grabbed the floor like it was a tablecloth and yanked it away, revealing a squeaky clean floor with nothing but her furniture and a rubber ducky.



    “That was cool,” said Fluttershy.



    “Thank you.” Another awkward silence. “Hang on, I have a friend in Manehatten that buys me cupcakes.” She ran up a flight of stairs and began tossing cupcakes off the balcony. Green ones with white frosting and lime slices—red ones with yellow frosting—blue ones with chocolate frosting. “I always make sure to save at least one from every batch for my collection.”



    All of these cupcakes were so stale that being thrown downwards twenty feet did not break them, merely caused a few crumbs to trickle off. Fluttershy opened her mouth as if to say something, then wandered over to a lonely window.



    “Is that my cottage in the distance?” she asked.



    “Yessiree!” She exclaimed. “I bought this house because when the night time sets and the moon is full the green light you have on your house hits the apex of Ponyville Fountain, making the 2nd most beautiful thing in the world, losing only to your eyes.”



    They turned and looked into each other’s eyes.



    “That’s actually really creepy, Pinkie Pie.”



    “Yes, but BALLROOM DANCING.” We found ourselves in a ballroom, not entirely sure how, but there was formal music playing. Actual formal stuff, like the kind I listen too. None of this cirus edm type music that normally plagued her parties. Those two started dancing with each other, and I was left standing there alone—thus I did what any sane mare would do: grab a drink and dance with an image. 



    I pictured the sweet Rarity in my hooves as we twirled around the room elegantly like a swan taking a bath. We circled around, and I let her twirl and bend over my arm. I swung her back up and I caressed her arm before continuing our path around the ballroom.



    “Old Sport, what are you doing. The music stopped five minutes ago.”

    





    “That was fun,” said Fluttershy, now back in front of Golden Oaks, “We should do it again.”



    “Indeed. I’ll miss you.”



    “I know, but I must be hurrying back along. I have to take care of a salamander.”



    “So long sweet Fluttershy.” She left. “So, Old Sport, do you think it worked.”



    “I think so, but I’m still not sure why I had to come along.”



    “Because you’re going to narrate a book about me someday, and if you didn’t go we would have nothing to talk about.”



    “Pinkie, that is the stupidest thing I’ve heard you say, and you say a lot of stupid things.”



    “You know what they say. Act stupid and be smart.”



    “Pinkie, no one says that.”



    “Yes, well, RUN AWAY!”








    The next time I saw Fluttershy it was at her place. Pinkie and I walked through Ponyville together on the hottest day of the year to meet up at her cottage with Rainbow Dash.

    “Who’s the friend?” asked Rainbow Dash.



    “Hi, I’m Pinkie Pie. I throw parties! Except not today, it’s too hot.”



    “I see…” said Rainbow Dash. We went inside and I was about to take a seat only to notice a small meerkat in the chair and an otter on the floor under me. I remained standing.



    “You have a lot of animals! That’s so cool!” said Pinkie.



    “Yes, I take care of all these critters.”



    “They’re cute,” said Pinkie.



    “They also smell,” said Rainbow Dash.



    “Rainbow!” snapped Fluttershy. Dash was right though, and the smell wasn’t making the heat go away.



    “How about we head up to Canterlot and hit a bar, it’s scheduled to be cooler today,” said Rainbow Dash.



    “I know this good bar I went to with my brother,” I piped in, happy to be of use to the overarching plotline for once.



    “I like shots!” said Pinkie.



    “Then it’s settled,” said Rainbow.



    Fluttershy looked like she was about to argue, but simply said “I’ll get my saddlebag.”



    The walk to the train station consisted of Pinkie chattering about how awesome the last party she hosted was and how many cupcakes she stuffed in her mouth at the same time and a few other things with as little consequence.



    Rainbow Dash looked through her belongings. “Hmm, looks like I don’t have too much money on me. How about I skip the train ride down and just fly to save a few bits?”

    “Dash, I can pay.”



    “Nonsense. I like the exercise.” Before anyone could talk her out of it she was gone. The only eventful part of waiting for the train and riding it down was getting a headache from Pinkie Pie’s insistent blabbering. 



    We could not arrive at the bar soon enough, but sadly rainbow was wrong about the weather. If anything it was hotter up here.



    “Can we open another window… if you don’t mind,” said Fluttershy.



    “Nope, all of them are open,” said the bartender as he laid out our dinks.



    “Remember,” shouted Pinkie Pie, “There ain’t no party like a Pinkie Pie party cuz at a Pinkie Pie party you get wiggity-wiggity-wrecked!” She downed a pair of shots before letting loose a “Wubba Wubba dub dub.”



    I took a drink and sipped at it. The heat and the tension in my stomach was building. The rise in pressure was making my head hurt with guilt. There was something I must say.



    “Rarity, I saw you cheat at the sisterhooves social.” The others just looked at me.



    “Uh, Twilight, you haven’t seen Rarity since we had dinner at the boutique.



    “Oh, Um…” How embarrassing. “Sorry.”



    “It’s okay Twilight, I have something to say too,” said Dash. She turned to Pinkie. “Why are you trying to steal my wife.”



    “Yeah, like you care about my cousin!” I snapped.



    “Shut up you alcoholic turd! Pinkie, answer my question.”



    I have only ever been drunk five times in my life, and I made sure this afternoon was one such time.



    “Because I love her!” answered Pinkie. “At least more than you do!”



    “Shut UP!” yelled Fluttershy. Normally no pony would continue talking, but this was not a normal occasion.



    “But she doesn’t love you, or else she would have mentioned you!”



    “If you love Fluttershy so much why are you having an affair with a Changeling?”



    “Explain yourself Pinkie!”



    “Fine!” The room went silent while Pinkie took another shot. “It all started when I was a filly on the rock farm with no more than two bits to my name. I didn’t want that life. I wanted to be rich and have a lavish lifestyle. I never thought it would happen, but then one day I got a letter saying I had inherited a large sum of money.”



    “I was sent off to live with an elderly old mare, Mrs. Butterscotch, aka Fluttershy’s mother. That’s how we met, and her kind ways and quiet demeanor… I admired it, and I grew to love it. Only I was an earth pony, so Mrs. Butterscotch told Fluttershy to break my heart. That’s when she married you, but I could tell she regretted it.”



    “The rest of my story isn’t important, only I opened a party store and I found out I didn’t actually get my money from Mrs. Butterscotch but an escaped convict I helped when I was younger named Big Mac who turned out to be Fluttershy’s father.”



    “Wow,” I said. Everyone took another drink.



    “Well, we’re making a scene, so I propose that we all go home, sober up, then meet up tomorrow to continue the fight. Since Fluttershy and Pinkie ‘love each other so much’ they can take the first train home and Twilight and I will follow behind,” said Rainbow Dash.



    “Dash, we can all take the same train. We’ll fit.”



    “No, it’s very important that we take different trains.”



    “Why,” I questioned.



    “Because it is. Look, just do this for me.”



    We did not follow Rainbow Dash’s plan because it, much like Dash herself, was idiotic and nonsensical. However, we did follow the part of it where we don’t talk to each other and just sit in silence for the boring train ride. I was smart enough to never leave home without a book. The others had to resort to their own ways of having fun. Pinkie Pie make weird noises with her mouth to amuse herself, Fluttershy was worried and contemplating the situation, while Rainbow Dash had her arms crossed and was pouting in a corner.



    When the train stopped at the junction Rainbow Dash darted off and we all decided to follow her. She was hovering by the front the train and we all ran up to her.



    “Hey Dash, where…” We didn’t say anymore because in front of the train was Clihtak, Dash’s mistress.



    “That just don make sense!” said the conductor who was outside with use. “She just jumped in front of the train as if she expected it to stop on a dime.”



    “Why…” Rainbow Dash was sobbing.



    “Hey, what’s the commotion? Where’s my wife?” More bad news, Clihtak’s husband was here. “I said…” He saw the body. “You!” He pointed at Rainbow Dash. “This is all your fault!”



    “What, no!” she exclaimed. “Your wife was stupid enough to jump in front of a moving train! If it’s anyone’s fault it’s Pinkie Pies.”



    “Me?”



    “Yeah, you! If you hadn’t been coveting my wife I wouldn’t have been cheating.”



    “You were cheating long before you knew I existed!”



    “STOP!” yelled Fluttershy. This time it worked, although that had nothing to do with Fluttershy. This was because an air raid siren started going “WHHHHRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.” 



    “Changelings,” I said as if everyone else didn’t already know. In the distance was a big black cloud that was clearly getting bigger and coming in fast.



    “Surprise,” shouted Rainbow Dash. “I was secretly a changeling spy all along!” She shouted this and dropped her disguise.



    “Surprise, I was secretly a changeling spy all along too!” shouted Clihtak’s husband.



    “No, really?” I asked. “No one here could have guessed. Nope, not one of us.”



    “Wow, I had no idea,” said Pinkie Pie in what was unfortunately complete honesty.



    “And that’s not your only worry,” said a gravelly, teenage voice. “I’m looking for the avatar.” Behind us was Prince Zuko. Not the reformed, short-haired Zuko, but the season 1, long hair dude with a bad attitude. “The Avatar,” he repeated. “Have you seen him?”



    “Him, don’t you mean, Her?” ask Pinkie Pie, dramatically stepping forwards. “I am the Avatar.”



    “Dun Dun Dun, wait that literally makes less sense than Rainbow Dash’s train plan,” I said.



    It didn’t matter to Zuko, who blasted fire at Pinkie who parried it with a balloon sword before blasting Zuko with her party cannon. Unphased, Zuko lunged forwards with more fire, singing Pinkie’s left leg. She then ran forwards and tackled him to the ground.



    “This is fun and all, but I’m going full Avatar.” Her eyes began to glow blue and she began to float upwards with Zuko. A big orb of blue light shot out from around her. When the light disappeared, all the changelings and fire benders were gone, and below the spot Pinkie had risen was a pile of ash. I did the sensible thing and piled them up into a conveniently placed flowerpot—I mean urn. I also grabbed a nearby changeling body to take home.



    “That was anti-climatic,” said Fluttershy.



    “Yeah, it was.” I said. “Let’s go home.”








    I have only gotten drunk five hundred and seventeen times in my life, the most recent of which—besides as I write this—was Pinkie’s funeral. There were two of us, standing alone on a hilltop on the outskirts of Ponyville: me and her sister, Maud Pie. Fluttershy was too weirded out and traumatized to come, Applejack was at a “rodeo” game, and all the priests were suspiciously busy for 11:00 on a Sunday morning. It’s not like priests do anything at that time.



    “She was a good mare,” I said. “Better than everyone else in this dang town… except maybe Fluttershy. She wasn’t as much as a stalker and didn’t really do much.”



    “Yeah,” said Maud. “Sucks.”



    Together, we took the urn and dumped it out into the wind. It’s what she would have wanted… I think. That’s what Maud said anyway.



    “Ah crap, some got in my eye!”



    Maud wasn’t much of a talker, so the funeral wasn’t very long and I soon found myself back in Ponyville and went to bed.



    In the coming weeks, I moved far away to a less corrupted place. A less corrupted place with a lot of bars. Heck, I might try something new, like PCP or something. Anything beats Ponyville.



    Fluttershy moved away too. She always wanted to go out west for some reason. Not much out there besides dust and maybe Pinkie’s ashes.



    Rarity never achieved her dreams of becoming a big shot and spent the rest of her life cheating at stupid events that no one cares about.



    And let it be said to all of you, my final words on the matter. Don’t forget them, for never was there a tale of more woe, than that of Pinkie Pie and her party toe.
      

      
   
      All That Glitters


      

      
      
         Just a harmless training excercise, my sparkling left flank!



It’s only with the most clumsiest of twists that Gilded Glamor dodges the screaming, flailing earth pony who cartwheels through the air in an otherwise beautiful parabolic arch. Glam had only a second to catch his breath before a crackling spellbolt as thick as a tree trunk—oh my Luna, is that even allowed!?—forces him to hug the ground as it split the shrieking air just a hair’s breadth above him. Nope, he’s mistaken. The shrieking is actually the pony from earlier as he takes the entirety of the magical barrage head-on. Blasted even higher, the poor thing hangs in the air for an impossibly, heart-twistingly long moment before plummeting to the snowy ground with a meaty whack.



Glam’s jaw goes slack.



Oh Celestia, they’ve killed him.



To his amazement, the abused earth pony stirs and begins to stagger drunkenly back unto his hooves. Glam watches with wide eyes as the figure lurches and teeters, stumbling through the anarchy of the training grounds. As if by magic, he begins to make his way to the clearly marked boundaries of the training field, unmolested by the rage, panic, and bloody murder that surges around him. Another arcane bolt just barely whizzes by him, sending his tail billowing in the wake of its fearsome energies.



Gilded Glamor is engrossed—entranced, even—by the sight. Blinking is forgoed without a second thought just so he can take it all in. His focus remains unbroken even as a pegasus mare makes a hard landing not twenty feet to his left. He barely even registers the veritable rainbow of colorful profanities that spews forth upon her hasty reintroduction to the loving Mother Earth.



Far on the other side of the range, the injured stallion finally makes it to the line of marker flags on the south side. Glam could have sworn he saw the poor guy weakly mouth the word “mother” just before a field medic grabs him by the tail and pulls him into the safety trench.



For a moment, Glam considers making a break for the lines himself. Maybe he could fake an injury? And even if he can’t, there could be no way in Tartarus any sane commanding officer could punish him from wanting out of this Discordian nightmare.



His train of thought comes to a crashing halt, however, when the pegasus mare next to him brushes the snow off of herself. With a sinking feeling, he notices the red bandana tied around her neck. It certainly can’t be mistaken for the blue ones he and his teammates are wearing.



The pegasus realizes this around the same time he does, but is much faster at the draw. Growling, she’s already executing a masterfully-balanced lunge towards his center of mass while he sputters and throws up an ignored pair of hooves in surrender.



“Oh, no, ya don’t!” A new voice rings out.



A flying, blue-ribboned earth pony stallion lands a kick to the side of the pegasus’s head in mid-air. A trio of stars runs laps above her noggin as her features go slack. Her unfocused eyes have an almost contemplative look in them in that split moment before she gets a facefull of snow.



“Oh, Princesses!” cries Gilded Glamor. His eyes widen in horror until his hooves come up to cover them. Kicking with his hind legs, he tries to scootch backwards away from the scene as fast as his rump can carry him. “Oh Luna, oh Luna!”



“Relax, big boy,” says the other stallion. “She’ll be fine.”



“No, no, no! That’s a concussion at the very least!”



The big stallion throws back his head and laughs. “Pbsshhh! We like call those funcussions on account of them being just about the easiest way to get a week or two off around here. I did her a rootin’ tootin’ favor!”



Glam couldn’t have stared at him harder if he sprouted a set of wings, a horn, and a second head on the spot.



“Heh, I reckon you’re new to the Imperial Division.”



Glam dumbly nods. “Just transfered with the guys who came in yesterday.”



“Well, you’d best stick with me then. The Frozen North tends to be a bit more exciting than a cushy Canterlot desk job!”



Just as he finished speaking, he bites down on a nearby unicorn’s red bandana and spins in place a full two circles before releasing, flinging his opponent to the sidelines. From several hundred yards away, a medic seemingly pops out of the dirt to drag the dazed soldier into the safety of the trenches.



“Stay close, big boy,” says the stallion after he worked the kinks out of his jaw. “We’ll see if we can’t get you through this with a bruise or two less than the next guy.”



“No, thank you, I think I’ll be safe right he—”



The crack of magical discharge strikes the snow right behind them, and Glam easily jumps ten feet without the help of his wings.



“Nevermind! Take me with you, please!”



The stallion smiles from ear to ear, and it’s absolutely horrifying.



“Hang on, big boy!”



Lifted like a ragdoll, Glam finds himself on top of the stallion’s back before he even registers it. He has just enough wits to hold on with all his might as the earth pony gallops straight into the fray at a thundering pace.



“I reckon so long as you duke the ones that try to jump us, we should be able to make it clear through to where the team’s supposed to be regrouping!”



Glam blinks for the first time in minutes. There’s no way he had heard that correctly, especially over the howl of the wind running past them.



“What?”



“I said, I’ll run and you’ll punch! ‘Else we’re more than likely to be roadkill!”



“WHAT!?”



The stallion only whoops an awesome war cry in response and picks up speed.








The silence in the infirmary stretches to almost uncomfortable lengths before the seated stallion speaks to the one on the cot.



“Look, I’m awfully sorry ‘bout the wing. T’wasn’t my intention to put you in a spot like that.”



“Don’t worry about it,” Gilded Glamor says, flexing the uncomfortably wrapped limb as best he can. “Docs say I’ll be out of the splint in just a week or two. In all honesty, it could have probably turned out a lot worse.”



“Now that’s still no fittin’ excuse for getting a pal hurt, mister—uh… Oh shoot, I don’t believe I even caught your name.”



“Gilded Glamor. But everyone calls me Glam.” He offers a hoofshake that the other stallion eagerly takes.



“Name’s Hard Helm!” he says, pumping Glam’s hoof up and down with vigor. “My father was a mason, and my mother was a rock-climber. To this day, they refuse to tell ponies how they met.”



“Well, that’s certainly quite the colorful background.”



“Heh, I guess so. I don’t suppose any of us ever expected me to join the guard, but here I am! And it’s certainly been a heckuva time so far.”



“Yeah, just a barrel of laughs…”



“Oh, yeah. Sorry about the wing again, partner.”



“Oh no, don’t take it like that,” says Glam, shaking his head. “Whatever happened today, I don’t blame you for it. Although, off the record, I’d certainly like to get a hold of whoever thought that mess could pass for a training drill.”



“Trust me, partner, it’s something of a necessary evil.”



Glam fixes the deadest, panniest stare he can muster at Hard Helm.



“How in Celestia’s holy mane was that necessary?”



Helm rubs one foreleg behind the other, and his eyes wander across the room. “Well, you know what I said about the Frozen North bein’ exciting? T’ain’t all true. Well, at least most of the time it ain’t.



“Truth is, there’s a lot of Crystal Empire—not just the bits under the Princess Cadenza’s big ol’ warmth spell. And under a bit of a kink in Equestrian law, we’re obligated to provide full guard protection to the entirety of the Nation of Equestria and her associated territories, even if there ain’t nopony there. Long story short, we get a lot of guards, a lot of snow, a whole lot of perimeter duty, and not much else to do. Tends to make a body a bit high strung, you know? ‘Specially when you’re a highly trained specimen of military prowess like yourself and I.”



“So this is Command’s way of letting us let off a little anxiety? Because let me tell you, I think it’s probably having the opposite effect,” says Glam sardonically.



“Now I know it comes across as mighty odd, but trust me, I’ve been stationed here since the beginning, and things got downright ugly before we started these drills. Just about everyone was strung tighter than a fiddlestring, and more liable to start a hooffight than to do any actual guarding. Relationship with the locals suffered too, on account of them still being frightened and confused from Sombra’s spell and us being a bunch of uptight jarheads.



“Long story short, we were a mess when the whole deal with Sombra and the Heart went down. Don’t believe we got one good thing done during the whole shebang, and Command came down hard us for that. Basically told the brass here to implement non-conventional methods to keep troop anxiety down. And that’s the story of how our little cathartic get-togethers came to be.”



“Well that’s certainly something,” says Glam. “But I still can’t say I look forward to the next one.”



Hard Helm only chuckles. “They only have one every few months, so you got a bit of a stretch to recover. But I can just about guarantee you’ll be whoopin’ and hollerin’ as loud as the rest of us on your second or third of these. Spend that much time in the snow, and it gets to you like cabin fever.”



“Right.” Glam cocks his head in thought. “Maybe we can’t really blame Sombra for losing his marbles. After all, he spent a thousand years out here. Alone too.”



“Ha ha, you’re a funny guy, Glam.”



Helm punches Glam’s unbandaged shoulder. It’s like getting hit by a train. Glam tries to laugh for the several seconds it takes before he can speak again.



“Hey listen, I’ve got something like a week with not much to do, and you’ve been here a while. Is there anything you recommend doing out here?”



“That’s an easy question,” says Helm. “If I were in your horseshoes, I’d head to the city. Enjoy the good warm weather; do what you’d do in any other city. Oh, and try the local food—there’s this one place, it’s about a block and a half down the south-southeast road from the Crystal Palace. They do desserts. There’s this one thing you ought to try; it’s kinda like a snow cone but with milk, fruit, and vanilla instead of that flavored syrup junk.”



“Sounds nice. I’ll give it a look as soon as the docs let me out of here. Thanks, Hard Helm.”



“Happy to help.” The big earth pony stands up and stretches. “Well, I’d best be going. The brass likes to do a debriefing with those of us who don’t end up in the infirmary.”



“Don’t let me keep you,” says Glam. He waves as Helm made his way out of the ward.



“See ya later, partner.”



As Helm turned the corner and falls out of sight, Glam eases himself into a slightly more comfortable position on the lumpy cot. 



Boy, what a heckuva day it’s been.








Glam stirs his spoon distractedly through the bowl of ice shavings and cream-covered peaches in front of him. Finding the place wasn’t difficult. Ordering something off of the oddly formatted menu, on the other hand, took a bit of effort. Apparently there’ve been a lot of changes in the letter font department during the last thousand years, but he made it past that hurdle without making too much of a fool of himself, he hopes.



Waiting for the dish had given him a lot of time to think, and now even with it in front of him, he can’t help but ignore it in favor of his thoughts.



What am I even doing here?



Gilded Glamor glances around the small dessert parlor. Most of the customers were crystal ponies, but he spots a couple of other regular-coated ponies mixed in with the bunch. The room hums and buzzes with happy conversation, but Glam found himself more and more detached from it all.



I join the Guard, I get transferred to Imperial Division, and I get my wing twisted up by a self-proclaimed basket case. And now I’m at some weird ice cream shop he suggested to me. I don’t even know why I’m here. 



Glam shakes his head. That isn’t fair.



Well, I’m just stressed and venting. It’s not unhealthy to be frustrated, right?



“Uh, excuse me?” A feminine voice crashes through the world of his thoughts.



He bolts upright and jerks his head around to face the speaker. She’s a crystal mare with a mauve coat, a silver-blue mane, and platinum eyes that literally sparkled.



“Hi, there?” she says, and her tone makes Glam realize that he was staring.



“Er, um, hello, ma’am,” he quickly replies. “Did you want something?”



“Oh, not at all,” she says cheerfully. “It’s just that you looked a bit lonely, and I was wondering if you could use a little company.”



Her smile is drop-dead gorgeous. Something about seeing it directed at him and him alone crosses a few wires in his brain.



“I—I um…”



In the long moment while he tries to come up with a suitable response, she notices the helmet on his lap and mistakes his hesitation for politeness.



“Oh, I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t realize you were on duty.” Disappointment dampens the edges of her expression, and she turns away, embarrassed. “I know you guys aren’t allowed to talk very much when you’re on patrol. It’s probably best if I just found my own table.”



“No I’m not!” says Glam, just a little too desperately. He shakes his head to uncross the wires. “That is, I’m off duty at the moment. On leave for injury, actually.” Turning his torso, Glam shows her the side that was covered in plaster and bandages.



“Oh my goodness! That looks pretty bad. Are you going to be okay?”



“Just a scuffle during a routine training exercise.” He puffs out his chest just a little bit. “Nothing to get worried about. Docs say it’ll be fine in a few days.”



“Thank goodness.” Her voice has genuine relief in it. She smiles at him again. “Well, so long as you’re off duty…” She tilts her head to the seat across him. “Mind if I join you?”



“Not at all!” Glam eagerly motions for her to take a seat. “I’m Gilded Glamor, but everyone calls me Glam.”



“And my name’s Rose Quartz,” she says. “Nice to meet you, Glam.”



“The pleasure is all mine.”



As she sits, she places her own bowl next to his. For the first time, Glam notices the sad state of his dessert. The only thing left in the bowl is some cloudy water with cubes of fruit and flakes of ice floating in it.



Darn, hadn’t realized I’ve been sitting here that long. And I didn’t even get a bite.



“Oh, I can help with that,” says Rose Quartz cheerfully. She gestures to his bowl. “Mind if I…?”



He has absolutely no idea what she means, but he can’t say no to that smile.



“Go ahead.”



Rose takes the bowl in her hooves and closes her eyes. Curious, Glam seizes the chance to not-so-subtly lean forward and get a better view of what she’s doing.



There’s a faint shimmer around her hooves that Glam could have easily just imagined. What he’s sure that he isn't imagining, though, is how the liquid in the bowl quickly recedes while a mound of crushed ice grows in the center. Within seconds, the shaved ice is completely unmelted, and everything looks just like the way he got it several minutes ago.



“All done!” chirps Rose. She passes the re-frozen dessert back over to his side of the table.



“Wow.” Glam blinks a couple of times. He lifts a spoonful of it to his mouth. Not bad, not bad at all. “That was pretty amazing. Are you a magician or something?”



“Goodness, no, I’m a personal stylist!” She giggles, and it’s bubbly and wonderful. “Making ice from water is pretty basic crystal pony magic; most everyone can do it. It doesn’t take any spellcasting or much conscious ability at all, really.”



“Huh, I never knew that. Is there anything else you can do?”



“Personally, ice crystals and other simple things like salt precipitation is all I’ve got. Most ponies are about the same too.” Her hooves can’t sit still as she talks; she makes animated little gestures to herself and the ponies around her. “But there are some really talented crystal-shapers who can make spellstones and even help build houses! Story goes that the ponies who made the Crystal Castle didn’t use a single tool—just focused crystal energy.”



Glam smiles and nods at what she’s saying, but truth be told, he finds the mare herself far more fascinating than her words.



“Wow, that’s pretty interesting stuff, Rose.”



“Oh, I’m sorry, I’ve been rambling, haven’t I?”  She blushes the slightest bit.



“Honestly, I didn’t mind at all.”



“Still, it’s unfair if I did all the talking.” Rose takes another bite of whatever it is that they’re both eating. “What about you? I bet you’ve got a lot of interesting stories, being a Guard and all. I bet you’ve seen the whole world!”



“Not quite the whole world.” Glam spreads his good wing and counts the places he’s been to on his feathers. “I was born in Manehattan, but my family moved to Cloudsdale while I was still a baby. Grew up there, then I went to Canterlot to train for the Guards. Went back to Cloudsdale for duty for a few years, then I got transferred to here. Just arrived last Wednesday.”



“Wow,” says Rose, with awe-struck eyes. “I’ve never been outside of the Empire before.”



“I’ve never been in the Empire until now. Guess that puts us on even footing.” He winks, and she giggles.



“I’ve always wanted to meet other ponies and see new places,” she says dreamily. “And see how they work and live and dress.”



“How about the next time I’m on leave, I give you a little tour?” Glam gives her his best winning smile. “Cloudsdale might be a bit, err, logistically difficult, but I’d be happy to show you around Canterlot. There’s a lot of really interesting sights to see, there. Big castle, big library, big clocktower.”



Rose’s eyes widen, but then, just as quickly, her ears flatten against her head.



“That sounds like a wonderful offer.” The gesturing that had been so vibrant and energetic suddenly closes up, and she hugs her hooves to herself. “But I’m afraid I have to decline.”



Wait, what? Was it something I said? Glam’s mind rushes for an answer.



“Oh, you’re probably too busy to go on vacation aren’t you? I bet a stylist’s hours are pretty packed.” Glam tries to take another casual-looking bite.



“Yeah, I suppose…” She wasn’t particularly convincing. Her eyes fall slowly down to her bowl.



“What’s it like?” Glam knows he’s grasping at straws, but he tries anyway. “You guys have such brilliant manes and coats; I wouldn’t know the first thing about trying to make that look even better.”



Just a hint of her bright smile comes back to her face.



“Oh, it’s no different from styling anypony else, I suppose. A lot of hair-doing and makeup. You just need a bit of an eye for color and shapes.”



Glam silently nodded to encourage her to continue. She seemed most at ease when she was doing the talking.



“Actually,” she says, putting a hoof to her chin, “meeting non-crystal ponies for the first time has left me with something of an inspiration. I’ve been working on a little project of mine for a while, and my sister says I’m onto something great. I’m not so sure myself, but still, I’m a little excited about it.”



“A project? Something to do with makeup and styling?”



She nods eagerly.



“Yeah, yeah!” She fiddles with her hooves for a moment. “I don’t think I could share very many details at such an early stage, but it’s really exciting. It’ll be the first time I try something exclusively for non-crystal ponies, though, so I’m a little scared I’m out of my depth.”



Smiling reassuringly, Glam says, “I’m sure it’ll turn out great. Maybe you could share a little more when you’re ready?”



“Of course!” Her gaze falls on the clock on the far wall, and her eyes widen again. “Oh, shoot! I’ve gotta be somewhere right now.”



Rose Quartz pulls out her purse and pulls out a few silver Imperial bits.



“Do you mind paying for me with these?” she asks, sheepishly. “I really have to run; I’m almost late to my appointment with the Princess.”



The Princess? Princess Cadenza? Glam can’t help but look her from top to bottom with new eyes. Wow.



“Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it,” he says as she regathers her things.



“Thanks! I owe you one.” She stands up. “I actually come here almost every week; it’s my favorite place. Maybe we’ll run into each other again?” There’s a hint of poorly hidden hope in her words.



“Yeah, definitely.” Glam can’t help but return her infectious smile.



“Great! I’ll see you later, then!”



Glam watches as she turns away, exits the little shop, and trots down the street until she rounds a corner and falls out of sight.








“And then she never showed up again!” Glam flares both wings for emphasis. “I really thought we really had something going on, you know? I mean, I know we’ve only met once, but we had a great time, and I thought we were pretty into each other. Didn’t seem like the kind of thing you’d ditch and forget about.”



Hard Helm nods, and the snowy wind blowing through his mane gave him an almost sage appearance. He remains silent, though.



“What do you think? Did I commit some kinda crystal pony faux pas?”



“Far as I can tell, crystal ponies ain’t all that different from Equestrian ones. They might be a bit flightier though, when you consider how Sombra did a number on them.”



“Flightier?” Another particularly bad gust blows at Glam, and it feels like the coldness is piercing straight through him and his heavy cloak. He hugs himself tighter. “Are you saying I scared her?”



“I’m not entirely sure.” The muscular earth pony chews his lip a little. “I know that you’re looking to me for answers ‘cause I’ve been here for a spell, and you’re feeling a pinch intimidated by the mares here…”



“Well, maybe not intimidated but I certainly wouldn’t mind some—”



“Oh shucks, partner, you don’t need to hide it. Ain’t nothing wrong with being a little scared around members of the finer sex.”



“I wouldn’t call it being—”



“Having confidence in one’s own masculinity is a difficult thing for some folks.” Helm continued, nodding with wise understanding. “Ain’t no shame in sharing the fact that seeing a pretty gal makes you feel a mite less than all of a man.”



“Wait a minu—”



“While it is true that there are a lotta mares who prefer the strong, manly types to the touchy-feely, sensitive types like yourself—”



“Hey!”



“... that don’t mean you don’t got your own charming way to deal with the womenfolk. Crystal ponies like familiarity and assurance, so maybe the fact that you’re just a touch more womanly than the average stallion—”



“WHAT?”



“... actually plays in your favor, here.”



“Okay, okay.” Glam drags a hoof across his face. “How about we go back to how I might have scared her.”



“Oh, I thought that was plumb obvious!” Helm blew a raspberry, and his breath misted up in the cold, dry air. “You said she clammed up when you started talkin’ about showing her around the capital, right, partner?”



Glam nods.



“Well, the way I figure it, there ain’t been a single crystal pony who’s ever left the Empire in a thousand years. They don’t know a rootin’ tootin’ thing about the rest of Equestria, and they don’t know anyone who does know. You brining it up so casual-like might have set off a couple of alarm bells in the primitive part of her brain, ya know?”



“Oh. Wow, I never thought of it like that.” Glam rubs his chin with a frost-numbed hoof. “That’s actually pretty spot-on, I think.”



“Well, I guess I can’t blame you for not spotting it immediately, with you being a novice and all. I, on the other hand, have enjoyed more than my fair share of female company throughout my long and illustrious career of wooing mares. Makes it a mite difficult to remember how it was before I got any tail.”



Glam sputters defensively. “I’ve gotten plenty of tail, too!”



“Whoa, now, partner. Ain’t no shame or sorrow in being a little slow at the game. Why, I told my own little brother not to worry about the fact that he hadn’t so much as kissed a girl even when he was in the tenth grade. I said to him, ‘Boy, things like this come at their own time. Ain’t no point in rushing something that can’t be rushed.’ And look at him now! Just got outta school, and he’s already married! I hear his wife is doin’ modeling at one of them big fashion gigs in Canterlot.”



“I don’t know why you think that would help me.”



Helm laughs at Glam's distress.



“Well, pardon me, partner; I tend to get a bit long-winded at occasion.” He smiles placatingly. “To take things back to your troubles with this Rose Quartz, I’d tell ya to just give her a bit of time. Crystal ponies aren’t quite used to figuring things out on their own yet. The sad truth is, they spent a few centuries under the influence of some pretty nasty magic. Makes it easy to forget how to think on your own. Really, I reckon she’s just as anxious about it all as you are. Just give her a little while to sort it out.”



“Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.” Glam paws at the endless snow, digging a little divot that would never reach the ground below. “Thanks for the advice, Helm.”



“Ain’t no trouble at all. You just keep being your quaint, lovable self, Glammy.”



Gilded Glamor winces.



“Please, don’t ever call me that again.”








Glam slumped even further down in his chair. It was the tenth day since he got back on duty, and the tenth evening he spent at the same dessert parlor after his shift ended. The tenth time he asked the waitress if she had seen a mauve-coated, silver-haired mare, and the tenth time she apologized and said no.



His gaze fell on the familiar sight of the outside road through the windows at the front of the shop. He must have imagined seeing her a hundred times, but each time it turned out to be some other busy pony who’s day happened to take them down that particular road.



He sighed and buried his snout in his hooves. Maybe it was a lost game. Maybe he should just forget she ever existed, and go find another pretty mare to obsess about.



But I dwanna! said an insistent—and increasingly childish, he added—part of Glam’s mind.



Still, it would probably beat sitting and waiting. Glam wondered if there were any bars nearby, and if he could find one of the ones that the other guards liked to frequent on their off-duty hours. A pint of cider and a block of salt was really starting to sound like a good idea.



The fact of the matter was, he was miserable here. The soft, string-heavy ambient music was starting to feel bland after so many hours of hearing it on repeat, and frankly, the chairs weren’t the most comfortable. In fact, he was pretty certain the entire lower half of his body was asleep, consider the amount of pins and needles he was having to deal with in his—



“Glam?” asked a soft, familiar voice.



Gilded Glamor’s heart leapt into his mouth, and he swung his head up and met two sparkling, grey eyes with his own.



“Rose Quartz?”



For a brief, fluttering moment, he can’t even remember to smile.



“It’s nice to see you!” she said, and her cheeks got all dimpled up from that rainbow of a grin on her face.



Glam bolts upright, gives his coat and feathers the quickest of glances, and clears his throat as quietly as he could manage.



“Yeah, you too! It’s been a while since we bumped into each other.”



“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” said Rose, and the look on her face makes Glam forgive her in a heartbeat. “I’ve just been so busy with that project I mentioned to you. I’ve been practically living in my sister’s workshop when I’m not fixing up Princess Cadence’s mane for the Games.”



“Really? Have you got anything you can tell me about yet?”



“Even better!” said Rose as she reached into her purse. “I can show you!” She pulled out a hoof-sized plastic container with a black screw-on lid. “We’ve been working on this the whole week, and I think it’s finally ready!”



Glam leaned closer, and inspected the parcel thoroughly. “Is that makeup?”



Rose gives a toothy smile and nods. “Yep! I came up with the idea after I saw how the Crystal Heart made the Princess and her husband look just like us for a little while when it first came to life! I thought, maybe it’d be a good look for pegasi or unicorns or earth ponies who wanted to jazz up their wardrobe a bit.



“So I went to my sister, who’s this amazing crystalogist. I asked her if there’s a way to crystalize light the same way we can crystalize water or stone, and she said that it was a brilliant idea!” Rose blushed. “Well, first she said it was impossible and that physics didn’t work like that, but she said the concept of it was clever.”



“Wait, wait, wait.” Glam threw up his hooves to slow the torrent of words, but on the inside, excitement is starting to infect him as well. “You’re telling me that you guys came up with a makeup that makes ponies look crystal?”



“Yep! Sis said something about how it refracts light across its entire volume rather than at a single point on its surface. I don’t know what that means, but I do know that it took the two of us together with a friend to cast the crystallizing spell on a batch of concealer that I made specially for this.”



Rose Quartz screws open the makeup jar, and carefully hoofs it over to Glam. He looks inside, and his eyes widen. The periwinkle coverup inside the container shines and glitters like fractured glass. He turns the jar one way and then the other, watching how the light played with the contents.



“Wow,” is all he can manage. After a moment, a thought strikes him. “Is there a reason for the color?”



“Oh, yeah, there is…” Her voice is suddenly unsure.



Glam puts the jar down and turns his attention back to Rose. She’s wringing her hooves nervously, and blushing something fierce.



“It’s as close as I could get it to your coat. I was hoping you’d let us try it you on, if you’re okay with that.”



“Me?” Glam’s eyes go wide. “Why me?”



“Well, we’ve tried it on ourselves, and we’ve tried it on dummies, but we can’t be sure of how well it works until we’ve tried it on a non-crystal pony. I can’t pitch it to any of my clients until I know it works, and I don’t know very many other non-crystal ponies.”



Glam takes a moment to quietly process what she just said, one word at a time.



“I understand if it’s too much to ask,” says Rose, “Especially since we’ve only known each other for a little while. I mean, I certainly don’t know very many ponies who start off their second date with such a… s-such a...”



Rose’s eyes become dinner saucers. It takes Glam a second to realize what set her off, but it hits him just as hard when he does. There’s part of him that’s as frightened as hell by her little slip, but there’s also a good chunk of him celebrating harder than he has ever done before.



“Oh sleet!” she says. “I didn’t mean—well, I don’t want to imply that we’re… Oh sleet! I just—I don’t know what I was saying or even just thinking, I mean, oh Princesses, I must have made you so uncomfortable, but I really don’t want you to—”



“I’ll do it,” Glam says, cutting her off. He gives her another winning smile. “I’ll do the thing with the makeup, on one condition...”



He gently takes her hoof.



“... that this isn’t the last of our dates.”



The color comes back to Rose’s cheeks, and she smiles from ear to ear again. “I… I think I can make that arrangement work.”








“Well, would ya have a lookit you!”



There’s a gleam in Hard Helm’s eyes that Glamor hasn’t seen since the stress-venting drill.



“My goddess, ‘sthat you, Glammy?”



“I told you not to call me that,” Glam says. He pulled his cloak’s hood even tighter around himself.



“Celestia spank me like a newborn, that really is you, Glammy!”



Glam silently takes his post beside Hard Helm, on the little cliff that overlooks the train station. 



“Yeah, it’s me.” He smiles jokingly. “Glad you noticed the new manecut.”



“Nevermind your mane, partner!” Helm is leaning forward so close, Glam could practically feel his breath on his neck. "Your coat looks just about as shiny as a twice-polished diamond! How’d you do that? And how in Luna’s mane did you get past the sarge looking like that?”



“Well, I checked the regs. They might have spell-enforced uniforms over in Canterlot, but as a part of a territorial detachment, we aren’t under any regulations against cosmetics that don’t affect our ability to wear armor.”



“Makeup, is what you’re sayin’? You’re tellin’ me that this here shinny fabulosity ain’t nothin’ but a pinch of makeup?”



“Yep. Remember that mare I told you about? She made this stuff that makes a regular pony look just like a crystal pony. She wanted me to test how long it’ll last. Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”



Helm throws his head back and laughs. “Hoooo-wee! That is something amazing! Wow, I wish I could get a unicorn to shine some light on ya. I reckon it’ll make you pop like a Hearth’s Warming tree!”



They both share a good-natured laugh. It’s a while before either of them can speak again.



“You know,” says Helm as he wipes a tear from his cheek, “when I said that it was perfectly fine being a bit on the feminine side, I really, really had no idea it’d come to this.”



“Oh, shut up, you.” Glam throws a playful punch at his towering friend.



“But really, makeup!” Helm raises a hoof defensively. “I ain’t sayin’ it doesn’t look good on you, cause it truthfully does. But the thought of somepony puttin’ on a batch of sparklin’ make up right before donning his tried and true Guardsman armor is just somethin’ that’ll never not be funny to me.”



Just as Glam is about to make a retort, a blue flash lights up the ground in front of them, followed by the snap of magic. A unicorn guard stands before them, shaking his head from the hasty teleportation. Glam and Helm immediately salute when they see the stripes on his shoulderguards.



“Is either one of you a pegasus?” asks the officer, desperately.



“I am, sir!” Glam steps forward.



“Thank Celestia, son. We can’t find our usual guy anywhere, and we’re on a bit of a deadline.”



“What’s the situation, sir?” says Helm.



“Princess Mi Amore Cadenza is taking a personal leave to Ponyville today. We received word half an hour ago, which was ten minutes after her train was supposed to have left the station.” the unicorn shakes his head. “We’ve gathered most of the ponies we need for a royal escort out of her personal guard, but we’re short one pegasus.”



Glam’s stomach did a flip-flop.



“Sir, I c-can’t go on an escort, sir!”



The officer’s body language changes in an instant.



 “What is your name, private?” he barks.



“PFC Gilded Glamor, sir!”



“Private Grandeur, are you injured in such a way that prevents you from serving escort duty?”



“No, sir!”



“Then what in the wide, wide world of Equestria would stop you from performing this duty?”



Glam winces under the verbal barrage. “I’m… I’m unpresentable, sir. I’m wearing makeup.”



“Yes, I can tell, Private. I also couldn’t care less! We’ve got an overworked Princess sitting in a heavily delayed train waiting to see her sister-in-law, and I won’t be the one to tell her that she needs to wait a second longer on account of some pansy private’s exploratory dressing habits! Are we at an understanding?!”



“Y-yes sir!”



“Good!” He turns to Hard Helm. “You there! Are you fit to complete the rest of your shift unaided by Private Glitter Gums?”



“I reckon I am, sir.” There are the hints of a barely-contained smile on Hard Helm face.



“Excellent! Inform your commanding officer that Major Full March has commandeered the services of your patrol partner.” The major turns to face Glam once again. “Prepare for transportation via teleport, Private Glitter!”



Glam doesn’t have the opportunity to squeeze out a single word before his world is engulfed in a flash of blue.








The stars in his eyes makes it hard to tell where they’ve teleported to. Glam blinks hard to clear them, and finds himself in the baggage car of a train, surrounded by more than a dozen fully armored gaurdsponies. When the ringing fades from his ears, the first thing he notices is Full March’s loud, staccato of a voice.



“Okay, foals, time to look alive! Bulwark, inform the conductor that we can get a move on. Stardust, take your ponies to the aft side. Racewind, your guys will take point. Corporal Sentry, take Private Gummy Pants, here. You two are front and center with the Princess. Now, MOVE!”



Ponies hurried out of the car in a practiced file. Glam found himself in the way of more than one guard before he felt a strong hoof jerk him away by the hood of his cloak.



“I’m Flash Sentry,” said the pegasus who pulled him out of the chaos. “I’m guessing the Major butchered your name. He does that with new guys. Oh, you’re going to want to take off your jacket, Private. We’re headed for some warmer weather pretty soon.”



“Thanks.” Glam takes off his cloak in one smooth motion. The resulting light show of reflections makes him suddenly self-conscious. “It’s just makeup. I’m Gilded Glamor. Call me Glam.”



“Gotcha.” Flash starts to help him brush the snow off of his armor and his mane. “We’re on Princess duty, which means we’ll be in the car with her during the trip, and we’ll be one ones to escort her off the train when we get there. At the end of her leave, she’ll board the eight PM train, and at that time we’ll resume escort duties until the Crystal Castle gaurd takes over again.”



“Okay,” Glam says. He tries to push his doubts away and get into full-on guard-mode. Focused, stony-faced, silent, and professional. “Anything else I need to know?”



“Yeah, the Princess is a bit of a chatter-box. You’re probably going to have to make a bit of light conversation.”



Oh buck me.



With a lurch, the train began to move.



“We gotta go,” said Flash. “We’re supposed to already be with her by now!”



Flash runs down the aisle at a steady trot, and Glam follows just behind. They cross several empty cars before reaching the one that held Stardust’s squad.



“Okay,” says Flash, stopping at the door that separated this coach from the next. “Next one’s the Princess’s. You ready, Glam?”



Glam shakes as he nods.



A guesture of acknowledgement later, Flash opens the door and walks down the next car at a steady clip. Glam matches his pace, step for step.



“Flash? Is that you? Bulwark and Racewind just ran through here without so much as a word.”



The Princess’s voice is nothing like what Glam expected. It’s not regal or wise, like Celestia’s was at Glamor’s graduation ceremony from Academy. It’s young, and happy, and just a little bit tired.



“Yes ma’am!” says Flash. “I’ll be sure to give the boys a stern talking-to for ignoring you, Your Majesty.”



Princess Mi Amore Cadenza giggles as the two of them round the corner and take their places in the first-class booth she’s sitting in.



Glam knew the color, height, and approximate weight of all four of Equestria’s Princesses. It had been drilled into them at boot camp, and drilled again when the newest addition to Equestrian royalty was added to their ranks. What he didn’t know was how unapologetically cheerful Princess Cadenza could look when she joked with her personal guard.



“Oh!” she said as she made eye contact with Glam. “You’re certainly not Corporal Flight Feather! Who might you be?”



“Private First Class Gilded Glamor, ma’am. And no, it’s just makeup.” He tries desperately not to blush.



“Makeup? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like that before.” She smiles. “Where did you get it?”



“Actually, it was given to me by one of your own stylists, ma’am. Rose Quartz.”



“Rosey made that? Oh my goodness, that’s amazing!”



There’s something both incredibly wonderful and impossibly disturbing about seeing a Princess that can barely contain her glee.



“Yes,” said Glam as he took his seat across from her. “She’s certainly quite the mare.”



A knowing look flashed across the Princess of Love’s eyes, and she leant forward so far that her long, graceful horn nearly touched Glam’s head.



“Is that so?” she said with a nearly predatory grin. “We’ve got quite the long train ride ahead of us. Why don’t you tell me all about you and Rosey? I’m sure Flash wouldn’t mind us chatting it up for a bit.”



“Uh, I don’t know about that.” Glam’s composure is falling, fast. “There isn’t very much to say, anyways. We’ve only met a couple of times for dessert.”



“Hmm…” The princess looks at him with eyes that somehow know everything already. “Something tells me that both of you know that there’s a lot more to it that just dessert.” She turns to the other pegasus in the booth. “Flash, close the door and lock it! We’re not leaving until the Private and I get a lot more in touch with his feelings!”



“Aye, ma’am!” Flash Sentry gave a crisp salute.



The latch clicked shut, and Glam swallowed the biggest lump in his throat that he has ever had.
      

      
   
      Crossing Over


      

      
      
         “Twilight?!”



The sudden interruption caught me off guard. With my concentration broken, all the complex workings of my most recent spell, deconstructing the intricacies of the mirror portal magic, fizzled away to nothing. Ten spongy fingers fused together bringing back the familiar stockiness of two sturdy hooves. I turned back on four legs to face my assistant.



“What’re you doing?” Spike asked, a hint of fear for my well-being not altogether concealed in his question. My half pony, half human form obviously gave him pause to wonder about my mental state.



“Research,” I replied in a direct but casual tone. I had asked to be left alone. This project required my complete concentration, not to mention the potential for collateral damage. “It’s very dangerous, but I need to understand all I can so that I can help my friend.”



“I don’t like where this is going, Twilight.” Spike gave me one of those looks, a smirk with a raised eyebrow and disapproving glare. “Are you sure she needs our help? I thought we left her in good hands?”



“Heh,” I blushed and pulled up a forehoof to validate there were no residual spell effects. “Funny you should say that.” As always, Spike had a way of pointing out the obvious flaws in my logic. “That’s actually a big part of the problem. Sunset gave up her tail, hooves, and even her horn—she’s human now, and that’s just not… right. I need to help her. I have to know why she wants to remain human.”



“I know the two of you keep in touch with that journal of hers. Did she say she needed help?” Spike’s disapproving glare softened to a more puzzled expression.



“Not exactly… I’m just having trouble comprehending how she could be happy being something she’s not. After all, she’s a pony, at least on the inside. I thought maybe it would help to try and see things from her point of view—that’s all.” Thinking over the past few months of back and forth conversation mediated by a magical diary, happiness was not the term I should use to describe Sunset Shimmer’s condition. “She has her friends, and she’s making progress on paying back her debt to the school, but I know there’s something else, something she’s not telling me. There’s a reason she refuses to come back to Equestria.”



Spike folded his arms and rolled his eyes. “It probably has something to do with Princess Celestia, and the whole reason she left in the first place, don’t you think?”



“That’s just it, Spike,” I said as I began to pace the floor. “I’ve spoken to the Princess, and she’s totally fine with letting her come back. But when I told Sunset, she immediately tried to change the subject; she kept talking about her hands. Why would she say that? It doesn’t make any sense.”



Spike shook his head. “I think you’re over-thinking it.”



“You don’t understand,” I replied. “Sunset Shimmer spent her whole life studying magic, just like me. Her diary goes into great detail about how much she wanted to impress Princess Celestia. Just before she left Equestria, however, she stopped writing. Something must have happened to drive her away from her destiny, and now she’s making excuses not to talk about it. The human world may be nice and all, but she’s hiding from her past. As her friend, I feel I should help, but It’s been a week since she’s written to me, and I don’t know what else to do.”



“Maybe you shouldn’t do anything,” Spike said. 



I returned a glare.



Spike let out a sigh. “Alright, but I don’t think experimenting like this is going to help. Why don’t you talk to the Princess and see what she has to say?”



“To be honest,” I said, my tail and ears drooping with my mood, “I’ve been avoiding that. Whenever the topic of Sunset comes up, Celestia doesn’t seem too happy about it. Although, when I asked about bringing her back to Equestria, the Princess seemed very happy. I had hoped to avoid the questions about why Sunset left and skip right to the happy reunion of teacher and student.”



With a matching sigh, I turned and headed for my room. “I guess there’s no avoiding it. Better get some sleep tonight and talk to the Princess tomorrow.”



“Couldn’t you just write her a letter, like right now?” Spike asked.



“I have a feeling this is something too important for a letter.” Nearly out the door myself, I stopped and craned my neck around. “Thank you for helping me sort things out, Spike. I really appreciate how you keep me grounded.” 



“No problem, Twilight. I’m always here to help.” Spike’s smile warmed my heart. I don’t know what I would do without him.



Even with her new friends helping her out, I had to wonder if Sunset really felt alone in that other place. Why wouldn’t she want to come home? What drove her away in the first place? Having hands sure felt different, but I certainly wouldn’t give up everything I am just to be human. Short visits were one thing, but a whole new life? Hopefully Celestia could shed some light on the situation. 








The morning flight to Canterlot helped to clear my head. Alone, soaring above the clouds, I felt like I was in my own private world. The sense of freedom buoyed me up, but not for long. Clinging tight to my flank, my saddle bag carried Celestia’s half of Sunset’s journal, a small reminder of my mission and the pony I was struggling to help. I imagined being like this forever, alone in a strange world without a friend, never seeing another equine face as long as I live. The thought of leaving my own body behind in the process brought chills to my wings. With the mountain castle swiftly approaching, I focused my thoughts on getting to the root of the issue.



The guard were quick to greet me. I wanted to keep things low key, but my meager protest fell on deaf ears. Before I knew it, I found myself being presented to Celestia with all the fanfare of an official royal visit.



“The Princess, Twilight Sparkle!” one of the them shouted, followed by a blast of trumpets. Anxious and a little afraid to confront the truth, I stepped forward.



I peered across the hall, feeling small and insignificant in the light of such an introduction. The warm glow of Celestia’s smile helped to loosen my legs as I broke into a canter to reach her throne. She watched my approach and took a few steps down from her seat, meeting me at the foot of the dais. We embraced as family might after a prolonged absence.



“Twilight, it’s so wonderful to see you,” she said, her hoof gently wrapping around my mane. “But… why are you trembling? Is something wrong?”



The chills spread further than my wings, it would seem. I fell back from our hug. “It’s… Sunset. We… We need to talk.” 



Celestia’s smile faded to a worried slant. She motioned to the side. “Perhaps we should speak in private.”



I gave a nod and moved toward the small doors on the west side of the hall. A guard rushed ahead and opened the way, giving a salute as we passed. With a thud from the door closing behind, I found myself in a cozy room with a pair of high backed chairs and a small table the perfect size for a tea tray. 



Celestia stepped forward and took up position on the far chair. “Please, have a seat. I hope everything is alright, but I gather that is not the case. Is Sunset in trouble?”



I slid into the opposite chair and tried to raise my head to meet my mentor’s gaze. I knew what I had to say wasn’t the end of the world, but it wouldn’t be cause for celebration either. The last thing I wanted to do was bring up a painful memory. “Sunset Shimmer doesn’t want to come home.” I ventured a peak at her reaction.



“Is that… all?” Celestia asked. Her mane seemed to freeze awaiting my response.



“I don’t know why she wants to stay in the human world,” I replied, my heart pounding in my chest. “I told her she could come home, that all was forgiven, but she won’t even talk to me about it.”



I waited, in silence, staring into the eyes of the Princess. If I looked really hard, I could just make out the smallest of tears forming in the corners of those eyes. I didn’t want to look. I couldn’t turn away. The pain her memories brought shone through her generous attempt at a smile.



I had tried in the past to get an answer, but she would never open up. I gathered up all the courage I could muster, the question rising to the tip of my tongue. It might break her heart, but I had to know. “What happened to make her leave?”



Celestia took a deep breath. “You did.”



Nothing could have prepared me for that.



Crestfallen, Celestia slumped back into her chair. “And I am to blame.”



I sat and let the idea settle in my head. Following what seemed like an eternity of second guessing myself, I continued. 



“I don’t understand,” I said. “I didn’t even know who she was until she stole my crown. How could I have caused her to leave?”



Celestia adjusted her posture, sitting tall once again. “Twilight, I am old, and I have kept many secrets. Forgive me for having kept this from you—it is time you knew the truth. Sunset Shimmer is my daughter.”



My mouth hung ajar. Words tried to escape, but my own shock contained any possible outburst.



“Adopted, of course,” Celestia added, much to my relief and continued surprise. “She came to me as a foal, tightly wrapped in a hoofstitched blanket along with a note carrying her name and a simple request that she be taken care of, deposited on the steps of the castle. I tried for many years to track down her parents, to no avail. I suspect they realized the spark she carried and felt inadequate to fulfill the role of raising such a gifted unicorn.”



“So, she was special? And her parents abandoned her?” I toyed with the notion of my own parents leaving me in a similar fashion. The very idea strained at the foundation of everything I held dear in my relationship with my own mother and father.



“I raised her as my own, in light of the circumstances.” Celestia lifted her head and smiled with her most encouraging smile. “She brought a ray of sunshine into my life that I had not felt since the loss of my sister, Princess Luna. I loved my daughter with all my heart, as a mother should. Many years passed, and she blossomed into a beautiful young filly, the time swiftly approaching where should would gain her cutie mark.” Celestia paused and looked me square in the face. “And that is where you come in.”



“That’s a lot to take in,“ I said, quickly trying to piece together the information being presented. “Sunset and I are about the same age. Wouldn’t that mean she got her cutie mark about the same time I did?”



“That is correct,” Celestia replied. “Although, hers came in a much different light than yours. While it remained a beautiful and fulfilling experience for the both of you, I am sorry to say, Sunset’s marking blossomed as much out of jealousy and rage as it did from a realization of her destiny. My love for her remained as true as it always had, but by taking you on as a student, Sunset saw you as a rival, someone she needed to beat. Already feeling behind, obtaining her cutie mark was only the beginning of the race leading up to her departure. You see, Sunset valued one thing above all else, my total love and affection. She made it her goal to become just like me, which included the desire to become an alicorn. I tried to temper her expectations, but I only succeeded in fueling her desire.”



“But I don’t remember her at all. How is it possible that we never met growing up?”



“From the moment I met you, I knew you were special, Twilight. So did Sunset. At first, I wanted to teach both of you together, but I quickly changed course. Ever since Sunset realized her mark, I knew things would never be the same. With the help of Cadance, I kept you apart, trying to stem the tide of jealousy and contain the anger growing within my daughter. I failed to see that my actions only served to drive a deeper wedge between us. As much as I loved my daughter, she would not allow that love to be shared with anyone else. My plan backfired.”



Looking over at the window with bright shafts of the late morning sun streaming down across the small table and reflecting up into my eyes, I magically drew in the curtain. Given the small interruption, I felt obligated to restart the discussion. “So you kept us apart because Sunset saw me as her competition? I had no idea.”   



“That was my mistake. I take the blame for what happened.”



“What did happen?” I asked, the original question still left unanswered.



“It’s probably best if I let her tell you.” Celestia rose from the chair. “Come with me, there is something I need to show you.”



I thought for a moment that I should mention the journal tucked under my wing, perhaps let Sunset weigh in on the discussion, but instead, I quietly nodded and followed Celestia’s lead. Her magic opened the doors and we strode through the great hall. A number of guard ponies stood at attention, merely saluting as we trotted past. Out the main doors and down the corridor we went.  Up the great staircase and finally spilling out on one of the upper floors, I remained one step behind. The tapping of our hooves echoed through the hallway as we drove by half a dozen similar rooms—sleeping quarters on this level—coming to a stop in front of an archway containing a mural of the sun. 



“Please forgive me for having kept this from you for so long, Twilight,” Celestia said as she ignited her horn. “I tried to bury her memory, and I am ashamed to have done so with such impeccable execution. Not even my own sister is aware of her existence.”



Celestia’s magic met with the wall. The glow from the painting grew to the point of melting. Slowly, a door, much like the others along the hallway, materialized within the arch. Golden embellishments along the grain marked the room as one belonging to royalty. With a final twist of her magic, the handle turned and the doorway opened.



A bright red and sun-kissed swirl of yellow met my gaze. Between the rug and the drapes, the four-post bed with the gently hanging canopy above, there could be little doubt. Owing to the unmistakable decor, I knew instantly that this was Sunset’s former bedroom. 



Celestia crossed the threshold and motioned for me to follow. “Everything is as it was when she left. I sealed it off the same night she broke my heart.”



I stepped inside.



Even with the bright colors and warm palate, I felt a chill in the air. The curtains drew back in Celestia’s hold and sunlight flooded the room. I took another few steps forward and arranged myself in the light, trying to fight off the pallor of the space left frozen in time.



Celestia drew up next to the bed and lifted a mirror from the nightstand. “I must remind you, Twilight, this message comes from many years ago. She is not the same as she once was, but this may help you to see why she left.”



The mirror floated over the bed and transfered into my field of influence. I brought it in close examining the sunburst pattern that rimmed the edge. My own reflection covered the glass surface, but it faded away just as quickly as I took notice. In it’s place, the flowing mane and bright yellow-orange horn of a slightly younger Sunset Shimmer came into focus. I concentrated on holding the mirror aloft while the framed image began to speak.



“Finally, I know the truth. Everything I ever wanted to be, my destiny, you stole and gave to that brat, Twilight Sparkle. How could you betray me? How could you turn me away? You told me I was special, that I was destined for greatness. You lied to me all these years. You were never my mother, and I was a fool to believe in the prophesy.” An eerie smile spread across Sunset’s face. “I’ll show you that you were wrong to abandon me, that everypony was wrong. By the time you find this, there won’t be anything you can do to stop me. I’ll see you in thirty moons—mother.”



The image faded out against the echo of a sinister laugh. I gently laid the mirror on the bed. Looking up into Celestia’s face, she tried, but failed to hold back her tears. Her horn alight, a flash tore into the mirror, glass splintering in the assault.



“I never want to hear those hurtful words spoken again.” She fell back on her haunches and dabbled at her eyes with a foreleg. “Sunset left because she discovered I was not her natural mother, and felt that I abandoned her in favor of you fulfilling the prophesy of Nightmare Moon, just like her real mother did when she was born.”



Crouched down in my huddled pose, I squeaked out a weak response. “I-I don’t know what to say.”



“The past is in the past, Twilight. We must move forward.” With the tears removed, Celestia stood once again. “I never lied to my daughter. Adopted or not, I love her and always will. As with you, she has a spark within her that may one day reveal amazing things. She needs to know that. She needs to know I still believe in her potential, her destiny.”



“Maybe if you were to tell her yourself, perhaps in a letter?” I retrieved the journal from my bag and laid it out on the bed. 



A smile returned to Celestia’s face. “I remember that night years ago. Returning from your lesson, I meant to tuck Sunset into bed and found her message waiting for me. I didn’t have much time to react before the mirror closed. The journal was the only way I knew we could keep in touch. I had enchanted a copy for myself to communicate with her whenever she would travel for her studies, but she left her copy behind when she went through the portal. I quickly made my way through and delivered it to the other side, just before the mirror closed. It was my hope that she would write to me and we could work out our differences. Even though I kept trying, I never got a response. Cadance tried to write to her as well, but nothing seemed to break through to her. I’m glad to see you using it. Perhaps she would hear what I have to say now…”



In the glow of Celestia’s magic, the book opened to a blank page. A golden quill materialized and the words began to stream out in sparkling ink.



Dearest Daughter,



I love you! 



With every sunset, I am reminded of your glow. The spark of your destiny burns as brightly as ever, and I am pleased to see how far you have come. You were meant for great things, Sunset Shimmer. I know this to be true. Wherever your path may lead you, I hope the sun is there to guide you; you should never feel alone. Above all, know this: I want you to be happy. Should you choose to return, there will always be a place for you here. 



With all the love in my heart, I hope to hold you in my hooves again, some day.



Celestia heaved a heavy sigh. The quill disappeared in a flash. “Thank you, Twilight. I’m glad I was able to say what I needed to say. Hopefully Sunset will—”



The book began to glow. More writing appeared near the bottom of the page. We both read the response.



Mom? It’s great to hear from you! Twilight told me that you wanted to see me, but I thought I told her that my hands were full right now. Sounds like that message didn’t come across the right way. I’ve got a lot going on with my friends and I can’t leave them hanging. Maybe I can come home for a visit next week? Let me know if that works and Twilight can open the portal. 



Love you!



P.S. We should probably get another set of journals, just for us.



“Twilight?” Celestia said.



“Yes, Princess?” I replied, trying to avoid her glare.



“You wouldn’t mind if I hold onto this journal for a little while, would you?”



“Not at all, Princess. Take all the time you need.” My dumb, toothy grin highlighted my already awkward exit. 



I really should have listened to Spike.
      

      
   
      As One Falls


      

      
      
         Inhale.



Exhale.



Bathe in the darkness.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Hold steady against the cold.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Rise above the hunger.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Take comfort in a close presence.



Inhale.



Exhale.



Ignore the…



She blinked, the first thing she’d done in an unknowable length of time. Her ears shifted, slowly rotating to take in all sound. She heard nothing save the breathing of her companion and herself.



Did she open her eyes, or had they always been so? Regardless, she attempted to move her head. Her neck protested with an acute soreness, but moved nonetheless. No light was needed to know where to direct her attention. She saw nothing, of course.



This did not ease her mind.



Though her entire body provided fierce debate, Luna forced it into motion, shifting and fidgeting and wiggling to get the blood flowing once more. How long had she remained in her meditative state?



How long would she keep asking pointless questions of herself?



She licked her dry lips and swallowed. Her jaw ached as she opened and closed it experimentally. A few trial sounds rose from her throat, beginning as growls and moans, but gradually returning to normalcy. That done, she turned to the figure at her side, impossible to see but most certainly there.



“Sister?”



The pause lingered, but Luna could sense Celestia’s motions as she repeated Luna’s gradual return to awareness. After a time, Celestia’s voice croaked out, “I am here, Luna.”



“The world is quiet.”



“Hmm…” Celestia made a few sounds, experimenting with her voice. Once it had regained its regularity, she responded, “Yes, it would seem so.”



“Do you think they are changing tactics again?”



“Perhaps.”



Luna waited for her to continue. She did not. “How many times have they used the ‘silent treatment’ now?”



Celestia shuffled in the darkness. “This would make the fifth attempt, if my memory serves. It is a shame; despite the bland tonality, I do enjoy hearing Twilight’s voice.”



“I wholeheartedly disagree. Though I’ve nothing against Twilight’s voice in particular, I do prefer to hear something different from time to time.”



“Hmm.”



They remained silent for a while. Luna didn’t bother to guess how long.



“I wonder if they’ve acquired some new slogans,” Celestia mused.



Luna groaned. “Let it not be so! They are so horribly uninventive.”



“They are the product of their dogma. When nopony possesses oratory skills or creativity, one cannot blame them for failing to be original.”



Luna frowned at the darkness. “Mayhap they’ll finally turn on the lights. I cannot even recall what this room looks like.”



“Dull. Undecorated. Boring.” Celestia sighed. “Like everything else they’ve ever produced.”



“True. Perhaps not being able to see this place is more a blessing than a curse.”



“We could always ignite our horns.” Celestia did so, her face appearing grim and worn in the dim glow she produced. It wasn’t enough to illuminate more than a couple feet around them, but at least it gave them faces to address. “That’s a little better, yes?”



Luna reached up to touch her sister’s gaunt cheek. “This imprisonment has not been kind to you, dear sister.”



“Nor you, little sister.” Celestia’s eyes were hard. “Yet we shall endure, as we always have. It is only a matter of time.”



“They’ve not fed us in a long while.” Luna felt at her ever-empty stomach. She’d long grown accustomed to the pangs. “Is it part of their efforts, or has the time finally come?”



“Let us hope for the latter.”



“Let us hope they haven’t all succumbed to hunger before remembering that we are here.”



“I have told you many times: it will not happen.” Celestia turned, perhaps to where she recalled the door to be. “Twilight will realize her folly, and when that time comes she will free us.”



Luna’s frown deepened, but she said nothing. She had no interested in engaging her sister in yet another lengthy argument on this topic.



Seconds ticked by. Celestia’s face hovered in the dim lighting like that of a ghastly apparition, her haggard features reminding Luna of all they’d been through together since their defeat. Despite all the changing tactics, the near-continuous propaganda, the entreaties from friends and enemies alike, the Royal Sisters still had not been broken. Luna considered this a proud thing.



What did mortal ponies understand of an alicorn’s mentality? She had spent a thousand years alone on the moon. These punishments were nothing in comparison. Celestia did not have that… ‘advanced training,’ yet she weathered the ordeal far better than any of the foals could have anticipated. And why not? The life of a mortal was but a blink in the life of an alicorn.



“They approach.”



Luna’s thoughts drifted away as she turned her attention to a door she could not see, but knew from long experience was there. Sure enough, hoofsteps rose from the hallway beyond. She focused her ears on the sound, counting the steps. “There is only one of them.”



Celestia stood, her horn going dark. “Then it is finally time.”



Though doubt nagged at her, Luna rose as well. “Can you be certain, sister? They may have merely made the mistake of believing one of them alone is enough.”



At Celestia’s silence, Luna turned her attention back to the door. She considered attacking directly, but pushed the thought down. She knew that her sister would not join her. She was weak from malnourishment and, thanks to the abominable curse, her combat skills would only be equal to their visitor. No, fighting would not solve this problem.



The sound of rattling of keys reached her. After some consideration, she decided that waiting would be the best course of action, if only to attain a better grasp of the situation.



As always, the opening of the door consumed a great length of time. Bolts turned, chains rattled, bars fell. When it at long last opened, it was with the scream of hinges desperate for oil. Luna squinted through the brightness of the world beyond, able to make out the form of a lone figure.



Silence. The figure stared into the darkness, features invisible due to the lighting. Luna and Celestia stared back in quiet expectation, neither excited nor eager, but with a mild curiosity.



At last the figure shifted, and a female voice spoke. “Sorry. Don’t know how to turn on the lights.”



The sisters shared a thoughtful frown. Luna answered, “Are you not here to plead with us to reconsider?”



She figure shook her head. “I’m here to set things right.” She stepped back, and at least her features cleared. She was a middle-aged unicorn, her coat a pale orange. Her dark violet mane was short and wild, something that immediately caught Luna’s attention. Perhaps her sister’s expectations were accurate after all.



“Would you please come out where I can see you?”



Celestia led the way, her shadowy form blocking out the lighting of the doorway. Luna followed, her eyes slowly adjusting. They stepped out into a long hall of stone, undecorated save for a ventilation tube running along a top corner. Out here, Luna came to understand that the place had a very dim lighting to it, but it still stung her eyes.



She stood beside her sister, taking a moment to study Celestia’s body. Her ribs were distinctly visible and her mane hung limp over her shoulders. These things were to be expected, of course, and Luna didn’t have to check herself to know she shared the appearance. What did disturb her – what would always disturb her – was the equality mark on their flanks. Where she less stable, she might consider gouging the things off with her own horn.



Luna bit down her disgust and turned her attention back to their visitor. The unicorn’s appearance seemed to confirm Celestia’s suggestion, for she too appeared haggard and malnourished. Even so, she stood tall before the sisters, her jaw set in an expression of determination.



“It would appear you are right, dear sister,” Luna said. “It is indeed time.”



The unicorn’s certainty slipped. “‘Time?’ You mean you know what I am about to say?”



Celestia nodded. “I assume Equestria is on the verge of death. Famine, illiteracy, pestilence, economic devastation, foreign invaders?”



The pony swallowed audibly, her wide eyes darting between them. “How?”



Luna sighed. “Do you really need us to explain it to you? There’s—”



She went silent at Celestia’s raised hoof. Though her teeth grinded, Luna stepped back and allowed her sister’s moment. They had waited ages for this time; waiting a bit longer wouldn’t kill her.



Celestia’s eyes never left the pony. “What is your name?”



“I have no name.” The unicorn regained her hard expression. “I cast it aside in defiance of the Guild, but since I can’t come up with any good alternatives, I simply chose to go without.” Her cheeks reddened slightly and she averted her gaze. “Every pony in Equestria has the same dull, uninteresting names, many of them based on the precepts of equality. We just aren’t creative enough to come up with anything else.”



“I understand,” Celestia replied, her voice ever patient. “So what shall I call you?”



“I have no idea,” the unicorn confessed.



“This is ridiculous,” Luna grumbled.



“Patience, sister.” Celestia addressed the unicorn once more. “In answer to your question, my sister and I knew from the very beginning that a society based on equality would fail. Fairness might be a grand tenet, but total equality is not. There is famine because none of the ponies are skilled in agriculture or meteorology, and so they cannot properly grow the food needed to feed the entire population. Ponies are illiterate because there are none who posses any teaching talent, or students with the capacity for learning – and Starlight Glimmer would have education controlled regardless to avoid the rise of ambition and alternative cultural concepts.”



Celestia sat before the gaping pony and continued her explanation. “With illiteracy comes a lack of doctors and nurses, and medical knowledge will gradually be lost. With this loss goes the understanding of sanitation methods and disease prevention. Of course, the lack of literacy and ambition also leads to a loss of entrepreneurs, trade and financial development. With no ponies skilled in money management, the economy enters a death spiral.”



Luna took over when Celestia paused. “And of course, equality relates to a unicorn’s magic. When every unicorn is substandard and limited to mere levitation, control of the day cycle would have to fall upon the one pony who refused to ever be equal: Starlight Glimmer.”



At last the unicorn’s shock was such that she managed to speak. “How did you know Starlight hadn’t been equalized?”



“Because,” Luna growled, “she was obviously a tyrant. From the moment she first opened her mouth upon our defeat, we knew she’d not submitted herself to the spell. Nor would she. The entire ideology was an elaborate scam to gain power over the masses. Of course, if she—”



“Your point is made, sister.”



Luna scowled but said nothing more.



Celestia paused to ensure Luna wouldn’t interrupt, then turned her attention back to the unicorn. “I gather Starlight found a way to control the sun and moon on her own, or else things would have collapsed far more swiftly. But she’s dead now, isn’t she?”



The unicorn nodded, her motions slow as she took in Celestia’s knowledge.



“And left no heir, I presume.” When the unicorn failed to answer, Celestia heaved long sigh. “I am sure Equestria’s neighbors noticed the kingdom's rapid decline and took advantage of it. We noted the ever-increasing chill: nopony knows how to lower the moon, or raise the sun. Now not only Equestria, but the entire world faces doom because of Starlight’s ambition and lack of foresight. I imagine some other nations are trying to conquer Equestria as we speak in hopes of saving the two of us so that we may continue our work.”



Her explanation done, Celestia stepped back to stand beside her sister, expression regal. The two of them watched as their visitor took in everything that had been said, her expression shifting from astonishment to wonder to disappointment.



“So,” Luna said, “how accurate were our expectations?”



“Frighteningly so.” The unicorn shook her head and turned away. “We’re taught that the Royal Sisters were blatantly incompetent. It’s good to know my doubts have been confirmed. Please follow me, there are some individuals who would like to talk to you.”



The sisters shared grim expressions and followed.



They passed out of the hallway and into the Canterlot dungeons proper. They looked much like Luna recalled… only now they appeared to have been recently in use. The cells had new bars, and she was certain she saw a torture rack in one of the interrogation rooms. Clearly Starlight’s methods had… ‘advanced’ over the years.



“Tell me,” she said as they reached the stairs, “how long were we sealed in that room?”



“I’m not sure,” the unicorn replied over her shoulder, “but close to a century.”



Luna’s lips contorted into a sneer. “I wonder how long it’s been since they bothered to feed us?”



“I wouldn’t know, I’m not familiar with their methods for you two.” Their guide glanced back again. “How did you keep from being brainwashed for so long?”



Luna stiffened. “It will take a lot more than what they offered to pierce the minds of alicorns. We have lived far too long and seen far too much to succumb to a foal’s ideology.”



They entered a courtyard of Canterlot Castle. The grass was brown and lifeless, and cold stone masonry had replaced the once shimmering marble towers. Luna could see from a swift inspection that much of the original castle remained, however. She could only assume that the ponies of the age weren’t skilled or ambitious enough to work with the original marble, much less maintain the castle with it. The place was deathly quiet, with not a single pony present to note their passing.



Celestia seemed to ignore their surroundings, her attention focused on the unicorn. At last she spoke up. “You are related to Rarity Belle, are you not?”



The unicorn froze. “H-how do you know that?”



The sisters paused behind her as Celestia replied, “There is a clear resemblance.”



For some time, the unicorn refused to speak. When she did, her voice came out hard. “She is my great aunt. Her sister, Sweetie, was my grandmare.” She resumed walking, but her body remained stiff. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not discuss it.”



Luna glanced at her sister, but it seemed Celestia would not press the topic. She decided to follow her lead in this matter. Instead, she turned her eye to the sky. The sight of the waxing moon sent a small shiver down her back and brought a smile to her lips. A hundred years without seeing her dear companion! Were it not for that infernal curse limiting her powers, she would grasp it in her magic just for the sake of the sensation.



Yet she pushed down her pleasure and turned back to the unicorn. “Is there any indication of how long the night has lasted?”



“No,” their guide replied as she entered the castle once more. “Long enough to wither every plant in Equestria, at least.”



Luna exchanged another long, grim look with her sister.



The rest of the trip went in silence, but Luna readily recognized their destination by the route. After some twenty minutes, they came upon the throne room, the once-beautiful redwood doors now made of iron via some shoddy craftsmanship. The unicorn pushed the door open with some effort and led them inside.



There stood the throne, once a brilliant pillar of leadership, now a horrendous display of opulence and control. The sight of its golden design and copious equality signs brought a cringe to Luna’s face. A quick glance around revealed that the room retained its old design, but she could see where old banners and tapestries had been ripped away. The stained glass windows had also been replaced, the uncolored glass letting the moonlight stream through.



At the center of the room stood a small, round table, and two individuals sat before it on threadbare cushions. Luna was mildly taken aback: the individual on the left was a griffon, albeit a small one by the race’s standards. He was grey with some brown streaks on his neck, wings and tail. To his right was a deer, her fur brown fur dappled with white spots along her back. The two stood the moment the sisters arrived.



The unicorn gestured to two cushions set for Celestia and Luna. “Please, have a seat.” As they did, she walked around the table to sit directly opposite them and between the griffon and deer, who resumed their places.



The griffon, his expression hard, nodded to them. “Princess Celestia, Princess Luna. I am Night Pinion, servant of Emperor Swiftwing.”



The doe inclined her head to them, her expression as serene as her voice was soft. “And I am Light as a Leaf, Student of Lord Wide Horn the Farsighted. It is an honor to meet you both.”



Luna cast a look from one to the other. “I assume your presence in Equestria is not public knowledge.”



“No,” Night Pinion replied, “it is not.”



Celestia turned to Light as a Leaf. “I find it very difficult to believe that the peace-loving Tribes of Green would go to war with Equestria, even under the circumstances.”



“You are correct, Your Highness,” Light as a Leaf replied with a pleasant smile. “We are not at war. The Council still saw the need to act, of course, and so I am here.”



Night Pinion grimaced, his claws kneading the cushion on which he sat. “The Grypha Empire, however, is at war with Equestria, but only because we need to resolve the solar situation as soon as possible.”



Celestia nodded. “And why isn’t Princess Twilight Sparkle here to take part in this clandestine meeting?”



The three exchanged hesitant looks. The unicorn shifted in place, her eyes going to the floor. Luna tensed as understanding dawned upon her, but Celestia only appeared frustrated. “You cannot tell me my personal protégé has yet to figure out the folly of following Starlight Glimmer’s preposterous scam.”



“Princess…” Light as a Leaf chewed her lip and wouldn’t meet Celestia’s gaze.



It was Night Pinion who finally spoke, the words coming quickly. “Twilight Sparkle is dead.”



Luna cringed, casting a wary eye to her sister.



Celestia gaped at the griffon, her body rigid. “That… That can’t be. She is an alicorn. Even with the equality curse, she can’t age.”



“She died in battle,” Night Pinion replied, an impatient edge in his tone. “The minotaurs invaded Equestria some forty years ago, and Twilight Sparkle led the defense.”



The unicorn nodded, though she wouldn’t meet Celestia’s gaze. “But thanks to the curse, Twilight had no concept of military strategy or leadership. She tried to make up for it with sheer numbers. It… it was a slaughter.”



“No.” The strength seeped out of Celestia, who sagged and trembled as she tried to take this news in. “Not Twilight. P-please, don’t tell me that.”



Luna considered comforting her sister. She raised her hoof to do so… but let it drop. Celestia was strong, and this was not her first grave disappointment. The pain she felt would require decades of care, which Luna would happily provide… after they’d settled matters.



For her part, Luna felt little. As far as she was concerned, Twilight Sparkle had died the day she’d succumbed to the propaganda. The pony who lured them into the trap, who let Starlight Glimmer curse them without so much as a chance to fight back, who regularly tried to indoctrinate them into the new national cult, who wore Twilight’s coat and face and voice? That was a pony Luna refused to mourn. No, she would mourn the pony Twilight had been, the one who mastered the magic of friendship and saved Luna’s soul, not some brainwashed doppelganger.



Besides, there were others to worry about. Seeing that her sister would need time to take the news in, Luna took over the conversation. She turned her eyes to the three opposite the table. “What of Princess Cadance?”



Light as a Leaf shook her head. “None know. Princess Twilight managed to convert Princess Cadance, and the Crystal Empire soon followed suit. Not long after, things fell apart. Queen Chrysalis now sits on the Crystal Throne.”



Luna bristled at the mention of the changeling queen. “Then Cadance is likely dead.”



“We can’t say for certain,” the unicorn pressed, though there was little hope in her tone. “The changelings have sealed off the Empire entirely. Since then, nopony who ever entered the borders of the Empire has ever come out. It may be that the princess is being kept alive.”



A flighty fantasy… but Luna supposed it possible. “For now, I will assume she is lost to us.” She glanced aside at her sister’s whimper, but Celestia only maintained a wide-eyed stare towards some distant object only she could see. Luna sighed and, reversing her previous decision somewhat, set a hoof to Celestia's shoulder.



Yet her attention remained on the current situation. “What is it that you intend from us?”



Night Pinion scoffed. “Isn’t it obvious? Why else would Grypha stoop to working with these tree huggers? We need you to control the sun and moon again!”



Light as a Leaf ignored the griffon’s manner and nodded. “Our two nations have worked hard to ensure that Canterlot would fall to the rebels. We’ve done it all specifically to free the two of you.”



“And now that you’re free,” the unicorn declared with a grin, “you can do just that!”



“No, we can’t.”



The three gaped at Luna, but she maintained her firm expression. “My sister and I have been subjected to the Equality Curse. Our magic is as substandard as that of every other unicorn in Equestria, and certainly isn’t strong enough to control the solar cycle.” She turned to Light as a Leaf. “Are none of the Council Lords capable of the task?”



The doe sagged and shook her head. “We are creatures of the Earth, Princess. We might be able to manipulate the plants at our hooves, but the skies above our heads are alien to us. Lord Tongue of Silver did try to grasp the Sun, but the feedback consumed him; he is naught but ash now.”



“It would be him,” Luna grumbled. “That stag never did understand his limitations.”



“This is a fiasco!” Night Pinion slammed his claws to the table. “We sent griffons to their deaths for this? What good are either of you?!”



Luna raised an eyebrow. “Am I to believe Grypha invaded Equestria just to save my sister and I?”



“Yes!” He pointed a talon at the unicorn by his side, who cringed. “We had a deal! If Grypha could keeps the Guild distracted via warfare, the rebels would retake Canterlot from within, free the two of you and bring order back to the world. If I go to the Emperor and tell him we sent griffons to their deaths on a fool’s errand, he’ll hang me by my own entrails.”



The unicorn sputtered, her eyes wide. “We really believed they could do it! They’re Celestia and Luna, the greatest ponies to have ever lived. Princess Twilight continued to sing their praises even though they refused to accept the new society.” She turned to Luna with a pleading gaze. “Surely there’s some way you can fix this before the entire world is dead!”



“There is a way.”



All eyes turned to Celestia. Her angst had gone, replaced by a deep scowl and a coolness in her eyes. Luna recoiled; there was a sense of presence in her sister that pierced her very essence.



“On one of her visits, Twilight deigned to inform me that all the cutie marks are being kept in vaults throughout Equestria. We need to locate the vault with Luna’s and my own cutie marks.”



Light as a Leaf rubbed her chin in thought. “I’ve never heard of this.” She turned to the unicorn. “Have you?”



“I…” She shook her head, hooves tucked to her chest. “N-no, I never heard of this. It isn’t taught in the schools, and I never had a cutie mark other than the… the curse.”



Night Pinion flapped his wings, face marred by irritation. “Of course Starlight Glimmer would keep such information to herself and her most trusted subordinates.”



“Those vaults are the key to reclaiming Equestria.” Celestia cast her firm gaze about the table. “I imagine all of the ponies who originally succumbed to Starlight’s mad plans are dead now?”



The unicorn nodded.



Luna carefully watched her sister through all this. “Did Twilight say anything about what will happen if we free the cutie marks of those moved on?”



“It never came up.” The lack of emotion in Celestia's voice ignited long-held fears within Luna.



Celestia turned to the unicorn. “You say you’ve never had any other cutie mark?”



“No.” Again the unicorn shook her head. “All foals are given their equality marks upon reaching the age of six. It’s considered a right of passage now.”



Night Pinion strummed his claws on the table. “What do you propose, Princesses?”



“Find the vaults,” Celestia replied with confidence. “Once we have freed the cutie marks of my sister and myself, we can go about removing the curses of all the ponies. This will free them to perform as destiny intended them to, and the Guild’s equalized ponies will stand no chance. Equestria will be free in short order.”



“That’s not going to be easy,” Light as a Leaf said. “We don’t know where the vaults are, or how many of them exist, or which ones have your cutie marks. We don’t even know if your marks are located in the same vault, and you can rest assured the Guild has each vault carefully hidden and protected.”



“More to the point,” the unicorn added, “all the rebels are cursed, just like all of the Guild. We are all equal in terms of leadership, organization, combat ability. The only thing that changes the odds are sheer numbers, and the Guild vastly overwhelms us in that sense.”



Celestia turned her eyes on Night Pinion. “That is why the war must continue.”



Luna, her eyes having yet to leave her sister, blinked. “Did I hear you correctly? You want to condemn more ponies and griffons to their deaths?”



“Civil War is upon us, sister,” Celestia replied coolly. “I will no longer tolerate Starlight’s abomination of a legacy to exist. If more blood needs to be shed to purge it from these lands forever, then so be it.”



Luna continued to hold Celestia in her gaze, looking for any sign of hesitation in this decision. She saw none… and that disturbed her more than anything she’d yet noticed.



Night Pinion grinned. “You’re less of a pushover than I expected, Princess. What did you have in mind?”



“Grypha must keep the Guild busy,” Celestia replied. “Do whatever you must, but don’t let up. Force the Guild’s eyes and army to focus on you, while we and the rebels search for the vaults.” Her attention turned to Light as a Leaf. “I know your race refuses to enter direct warfare, but any assistance would be appreciated.”



The doe nodded. “Our geomancy is as strong as ever, and will likely prove invaluable in your search for the vaults. I will send word to the Council of your plans. Given the nature of the situation, I doubt there will be much resistance to sending more agents such as myself into Equestria’s borders.”



“We can begin by searching Canterlot,” the unicorn declared, her voice firm once more. “I imagine Starlight would have wanted a vault close to her seat of power.” She rubbed her hooves together with a grin that reminded Luna strongly of her great aunt. “I can’t wait to find out what my real cutie mark is meant to be, or to use it to put an end to the Guild!”



“Hmm…” Night Pinion sat back and gazed at the ceiling. “I’ll have to contact the Emperor, obviously. I make no promises, but I believe he will agree to this plan.”



Celestia shot him a dark look. “He has no choice. The lands covered by the moon will run out of food soon, and those within the sun will become uninhabitable in a matter of weeks due to the heat. Swiftwing has no time to dally in alternatives; he either sacrifices a few griffons to the cause or watch all perish.”



Luna chose her words carefully. “All might perish, regardless. I doubt we can find all the vaults before it is too late, and if we locate the wrong ones?”



“All the more reason to begin immediately.” Celestia stood, her gaze falling on the unicorn. “Passion Flower, am I to assume you are the leader of the rebels?”



The unicorn blinked. “Did you just call me… ‘passion flower?’”



Celestia sneered. “I refused to refer to you as ‘unicorn’ and ‘she’ all the time! If you cannot choose a name, then I’ll give you one. Now answer the question.”



Passion winced. “Well, we have no ‘leader.’ The other rebels sort of… ‘voted’ for me to be the one at this meeting.”



“You’re a leader now,” Celestia snapped. “Come, show me to the others. I would explain our goals directly. By your leave?”



The question was aimed at Night Pinion and Light as a Leaf, who both nodded. Celestia started to walk away, but paused when she noted that Luna was not at her side. She looked back over her shoulder. “Are you not coming?”



“In a moment, sister.” Luna gestured to the others. “I would have a few final words.”



“So be it, but make haste: we’ve no time for dalliances.”



After Celestia and Passion were gone, Light as a Leaf pressed her forehooves together in a contemplative manner. “She’s far more… ‘fierce’ than the stories claim.”



“I like her,” Night Pinion added with a grin. "For a pony made equal, she somehow has managed to retain her sense of leadership."



"Our age, experience and knowledge have allowed us to resist many of the more psychological effects of the curse." Luna stared at the doorway her sister had passed through, thinking on Celestia’s manner. At last she turned to the others. “You could not tell, because you are not accustomed to her and she masks her emotions very well, but my sister is furious.”



“Furious?” Night Pinion frowned and cocked his head. “She seemed perfectly in control to me.”



“I did notice a distinct intensity to her,” Light as a Leaf said, her expression pained.



“Twilight Sparkle was like a daughter to her,” Luna explained, head bowed and heart heavy. “Celestia has faced many losses in her long life, but she pinned far greater hopes on her latest apprentice than any other pony she has ever met. To lose Twilight… I fear there is the desire for revenge within her, and without Starlight Glimmer, Celestia will instead have to focus that fury upon the Guild.”



“Good,” Night Pinion replied. “She’ll be motivated.”



Luna shot him a dark look. “Are you?” At his uncertain expression, she went on. “The griffons have troops on Equestrian soil. How do we know they will go back to Grypha once the dust settles?”



A smile formed around his beak. “And here I thought the subject wouldn’t come up.”



“Celestia is driven by her anger now, so she didn’t notice or care. I am not so distracted.” Luna turned her gaze upon Light as a Leaf. “And you. Given the state of Equestria, I imagine you have it locked in an agricultural stranglehold.”



The doe’s expression was placid and cool. “The Tribes of Green are prepared to assist your kingdom, Princess.”



“But at what cost?” Luna glanced between the two of them, expression firm. “You need my sister and I to keep the world alive, true, but I am less trusting than my sister even when she is not addled by loss. What, then, is the intended conclusion from your nations?”



Night Pinion puffed out his chest, but hadn’t lost his smile. “It is good to know that you are living up to your reputation. To be perfectly honest, Princess, I do not know what the Emperor plans to do once – if – the situation is righted. Were I to guess, I’d suppose he’d claim the conquered territories as part of the Grypha Empire in payment for services rendered against your own race.”



Luna grimaced and turned to Light as a Leaf.



“I am only a spy,” the doe said, her voice carefully controlled. “I cannot claim to know the intentions of the Council. However, I have heard rumor that there may be some desire to withhold our agricultural support unless certain agreements are met down the line.”



Tapping her hooves together, Luna considered their responses and Celestia’s plan. Her mind buzzed with possibilities and options. To her chagrin, she could only come upon a single solution. “Equestria has no choice but to utilize your support if we are to complete our search without the Guild stopping us. I suppose we will have to deal with the aftermath when we get there. But be sure to remind your leaders: if this plan works, my sister and I will be back to our full strengths, and there is no defense in the world that will stand in the face of my sister’s wrath should she not be satisfied with the end results. They’d best choose their demands carefully.”



She leveled them both with a cool glare, ensuring with her tone and presence that they understood that this was no idle threat. They cast furtive glances at one another before nodding. “Then I believe we all have work to do. I look forward to our next talk.”



Luna waited until they were gone to sag over the table. She longed for food; at least with that she’d be capable of keeping up her energy. Yet she fought down the hunger pangs and weariness as she had for so long. She could do without; Equestria could not.



She turned her attention to the throne. How long had Starlight Glimmer sat there, dominating all of Equestria with her narcissism as her body grew old and frail? Luna hoped she enjoyed it, for all the suffering she’d caused. Now the time had come for Celestia and Luna to clean up the mess, as they had always done when mortal dreams ran afoul of reality.



Her frown deepened as she recalled the look on Celestia’s face and her ominous... 'presence.' There had been a distinct coldness in her sister, a poisonous rage the likes of which Luna had never seen in her before. She knew Celestia was a strong pony, but her manner sent a chill down Luna’s backside. She knew from experience that every pony’s moral compass had its limitations.



Could the death of Twilight Sparkle have broken Celestia’s?



Luna approached the throne, imagining her dear sister sitting upon it. Would she grace the world with benevolence once more, or hold it within her fiery grasp? Celestia would seek revenge against the Guild, this Luna felt was a certainty. Would she not then move to punish the minotaurs who murdered her beloved protégé? And then the changelings, for daring to bring the Crystal Empire under their dominion, to say nothing for whatever they'd done to Cadance.



And finally, the Council and Grypha, for daring to make demands of Equestria. With every new step in the scenario, Celestia’s image grew more and more ominous. Luna sat before the throne, shivering at the horrible possibilities. Nothing disturbed her more, however, than the absolute certainty that Celestia could do all of it with ease.



Yet Luna had walked that path. She knew its pitfalls and lures. It would be up to her to guide Celestia and keep her from falling as she once had. The burden of such a task was not light, for Luna knew beyond any doubt that she would never be able to stop her sister by force.



It would be a dangerous dance.



She knew the steps, and the stakes.



Luna turned away from the throne, staring out at the empty room. Rays of moonlight streamed across the stone and marble, emphasizing the stark emptiness. The ripped banners of equality, the ugly iron doors, the plain but pristine windows, the cool shadows.



Equestria had always needed Celestia. She'd been its guiding light for centuries. Now that light threatened to become an all-consuming blaze. Though none might realize it in the beginning, Luna now knew it was her turn. If the sun threatened to burn the world, the moon's cool light would calm it. As daunting as it was, this would be Luna's role in the new Equestria.



“This is our kingdom, sister, and I will protect it.



“Even from you.”
      

      
   
      Seesaw


      

      
      
         “What did you say?” Twilight asked the boisterous Pinkie Pie that had knocked at her door.



“Come on Twilight! Come on! There’s a new shop in town!” Pinkie answered, bouncing in excitement. “And a strange one at that!”



“A new shop in town?” said Twilight, puzzled. She shook her head. “But Pinkie, shops do not grow out of thin air overnight. If there had been construction works lately, I would surely have noticed them…”



“Come on! Come on!” Pinkie squealed again. “It’s close to Rarity’s boutique and it seems to sell strange things too…”



Realising that there would be no reasoning with Pinkie, Twilight sighed, stepped out of the library, closed the door behind her and reluctantly accompanied the pink perspiring pronking pony along Ponyville’s large paths. When they arrived in sight of Rarity’s boutique, well into the outskirts of the town, Twilight halted. Pinkie was right: on the opposite side of the street, almost flush with Rarity’s shop, stood a strange building, which was not there the day before. Its shape was puzzling, as of many curves and bulges, not unlike a muffin that would have swollen irregularly. But the main weirdness was not in its crooked outline; it was in the material it seemed to be made of: a white, glistening metal, brightly reflecting the Sun’s morning rays. Twilight squinted to adjust to the unexpected brilliance. When she could see better, she noticed, gathered in front of what she surmised to be the main entrance, a few ponies – Rarity and Sweetie Belle, among others – engrossed in a lively discussion. She crossed the street and came closer.



“Hi guys!” she chirped. Everypony ceased to talk and turned to face her.



“Twilight!” Rarity exclaimed in a high-pitched voice. “Why, I’m happy to see you. Can you explain us where this weird building comes from and why it appeared so close to my boutique?”



Twilight sneered. “I’m afraid not, Rarity,” she answered. “I’m as baffled as you are. Let me find out what’s going on here.”



The alicorn trotted forward, the now silent group parting before her. She stopped in front of the shop window. Behind the thick glass, stowed on various shelves, she saw rows of weird – what were they? – variegated shining objects, some with a protruding barrel, some round, some jagged, some big, some tiny. More and more intrigued, she made a few steps towards the door. Her attention was drawn to a golden plaque nailed in the wall; “Equestria’s weapon shops corporation. Ponyville’s outlet.” she read, engraved on it. These words were followed by a rather cryptic sentence: “The right to be armed is the right to be free.” 



Now what does that poppycock mean? she wondered. Weapon shop? The right to be free? Isn’t everypony free in Equestria?



She reached for the handle. 



“It’s closed!” the voice of Rarity said behind her. Twilight turned around, casting a puzzled glance at the white unicorn. “I already tried to enter,” Rarity explained, “but the door wouldn’t open.”



“Then let me try again,” Twilight proposed. She turned back, extended her leg.



Silently, the door hinged open. Twilight stayed put; she could have sworn she had not physically made contact with the handle, as if the door had reacted to her presence milliseconds before she would actually touch it. Beyond the threshold, it was like a pit of darkness, probably an illusion caused by the stark contrast between the crude exterior light and the dim illumination of the interior. 



After a short hesitation, she made up her mind and walked into the gloom.



“Don’t go in!” Rarity shouted behind her. “You don’t know what’s inside!”



Twilight froze, halfway through the threshold. “There’s nothing to fear!” she replied. “It’s just a shop. I’ll be back in a few minutes with an answer to this riddle, I hope. Wait for me right here!” She proceeded inside and disappeared from sight.



“I’m coming with you!” Rarity exclaimed. She bolted forth, but the door slammed shut as she was about to reach the entrance, and she crashed on it. Rebounding, she fell on the ground, groggy. 



There was a dazzling flash of light that made everypony blink.



When they reopened their eyes, the shop was gone.








Twilight found herself in a large exposition room. As she had correctly inferred, the ambient light was dim, suffusing the whole volume from unknown sources, as if the walls themselves were radiating a faint glow. She looked around, perplexed. All over the place, showcases were filled with the same sort of strange devices she had seen in the front window. At the far end, though, she saw a desk with a till. She padded to it; her hooves were resounding softly in the desert room. Arrived at the desk, “Hello?! Is there anypony out there?!” she yelled.



“Oh! Excuse me! Be right there!” replied a muffled voice somewhere in a back-room. There was the rattle of several objects being shuffled, followed by clopping. A young, rather slim stallion appeared through a doorway. “May I be of service to you?” he politely asked, walking stately toward the desk. “I’d be happy to help you pick the most adequate weapon for your needs. I––” He broke off, and his eyes widened as he realised who he was facing. There was an embarrassed hush. 



“But… But…” the stallion stammered. “I mean no disrespect, but how did you come here?”



“Err…” hesitated Twilight; she was beginning to feel queasy, too. “I just pushed the door and walked through the entrance. That’s all!” she replied and giggled nervously. 



The stallion did not seem satisfied with this simple answer. “I’m sorry, err… princess, I suppose. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a moment while I call the manager. Please excuse me.” He flipped a switch on a hidden board; there was a discrete buzz. “Sir?” he said in a subdued voice. “Sorry to interrupt you, but you should come down here on the double. I think we’ve just run into a big mess.” Rising his head, “It won’t take long,” he declared to Twilight. “Meanwhile, why don’t you enjoy our collection of state-of-the-art weapons in the showcases?” He rounded the desk and invited Twilight to join him.



“Why do you sell weapons?” asked Twilight. “Who would buy them?”



“Everypony who takes their security seriously,” the stallion said, as if it was self-evident. “The right to defend ourselves against the repeated intrusions of the militia was the motive that inspired our beloved founders when they opened the first outlet in Las Pegasus.” 



Twilight looked at the stallion in incomprehension. “Militia? What are you talking about?”



“Tirek’s death squads, of course!” the stallion replied, shrugging. “What else?” He eyed Twilight intensely.



“Who’s Tirek?” asked Twilight, bewildered. “I’ve never heard this name before…”



The stallion did not answer. He seemed to be caught in a rushing flow of thoughts; after a few seconds, he collected himself. “I’m sorry Princess. The manager shall fill you in. Anyway…” — he guided Twilight to the nearest showcase – “let me show you our newest hoof-stunners. They operate on a miniaturised thorium based battery. The beam of energy they generate is strong enough to knock any intruder down, even at several hundred feet.”



Twilight examined the hoof-stunners curiously. “But how can you use them if you’re attacked by surprise?”



“A very clever question indeed. When you buy a weapon, we attune it to you. It then generates a protective field that will defeat almost all other known weapons. That’s why we carefully check the background of the ponies we sell our weapons to. We cannot afford to let them fall into the hands of the militia or any other thuggish group,” the stallion proudly explained.



“Surely the militia must have already confiscated some, mustn’t it?” Twilight remarked.



“They self-destruct when grabbed by a hoof they are not attuned to. And only our shops have the necessary equipment to initially tune or detune them. Of course, no member of the militia has ever entered one of our shops: the smart doors won’t let them in.”



“Are your weapons effective against magic?” Twilight asked.



Unexpectedly, the stallion burst into laughter. “Magic? You mean, like in the fairy tales?” he asked in return, when his guffaw had subsided.



Twilight gazed stupidly at him. Slowly, her eyes swept from the stallion’s face to his flank.



Bare. 



He didn’t have any cutie mark.



There was a loud noise as a door flung open. Both ponies whirled their head in surprise. A portly, grey-coated, stern looking stallion irrupted into the middle of the room. Seeing Twilight, he froze. “Excuse me,” said the clerk to Twilight, “would you please wait a few seconds here while I confer with my manager? Thank you for your comprehension.” He walked off to the other pony. 



Twilight focussed back on the showcase, trying to sort her thoughts out; she was vaguely aware of the two other ponies’ confab. All of this was strange, nothing jibed: weapons, militia, that “Tirek” she had never heard of, the absence of cutie mark, no magic. Was this some sort of joke? At least the weapons enclosed in the showcases seemed very real. But if it was a joke, who could have set it up? There was undoubtedly some sort of magic involved, and a mighty one at that: how else could that shop have popped up from nothing during the night?



“Princess?” said a low, gravelly voice. Twilight started as the sound of the rasping voice snatched her out of her reverie. She turned to face the two stallions. 



“Yes?” she answered.



“I’m sorry for what is about to happen to you. We mean you absolutely no harm,” apologised the manager, “but we cannot take any chances. Your presence here clearly indicates that we have been attacked by some unknown device they must have secretly developed. We must preserve our integrity at all cost. I’m deeply sorry,” he repeated, and there was a genuine tinge of sorrow in his voice.



The alicorn, taken aback, gawped at him. She looked down and saw that the stallion had grabbed a tiny device. 



He fired it.



Darkness engulfed Twilight.








Something clicked.



“It’s done,” said a distant male voice.



Twilight wearily opened her eyes. She was lying on the shop floor. A few steps ahead, a group of five ponies were observing her. They seemed concerned.



“She’s coming back to her senses,” the manager said.



“What happened to me?” Twilight asked feebly. “Did you stun me?”



“Unfortunately we had to,” the manager replied. “We had no time to convince you that what we have to do next is absolutely necessary.”



“What… What is it?” asked Twilight. Her mind was still reeling from the blow. She could not focus.



“Throw you outside this shop,” the manager declared. “As long as you stay here, and despite the precautions we have taken, your presence is a threat to our existence. However, we are not ruthless. We have swaddled you in an invisible protective suit that will isolate you from your surroundings. You’ll be safe.”



“Safe from what?” Twilight was completely lost.



“Don’t you understand? We’ve been temporarily sent back through time to your epoch.  At this stage we don’t know yet how, but that’s probably a new weapon of the militia. When you entered the shop, you triggered a countermove that sent us back in our timeframe, more than a millennium into your future. That means you’ve instantly accumulated milliards of chronons into your body. Hopefully, the floor and walls of our shops are insulated, thus nothing happened. But if you step outside…” his voice trailed off. “Of all the known energies, the temporal one is the most potent. With what your body contains, you could easily blow half of Equestria.”



“What will happen to me?” asked Twilight, suddenly frightened. 



“You will probably be sent back to your epoch. But please remember, if you value your safety and the existence of Equestria, do not try, I repeat do not try, to put this protective suit off. At least not until you’ve found a way to safely channel this formidable amount of energy. Now good luck!” He nodded to the other ponies; they moved forward and grabbed Twilight who was still lying on the floor.



“Wait! Wait! No!” shouted the alicorn; she kicked and wriggled madly to escape the other ponies’ grasp, but they held her firmly. In a desperate attempt to break free, she tried to cast a teleportation spell, but nothing happened. The manager hurried to the door, opened it. Twilight was roughly thrown through the frame. 



She fell into nothingness.








“Twilight? Can you hear me? Twilight?” The familiar voice of Rarity roused Twilight from unconsciousness.



“Rarity?” she asked in a quivering voice. “Is that you?”



“Oh! Twilight!” exclaimed Rarity in relief. “I’m so happy to hear you!”



The alicorn opened her eyes to the familiar face of her friend. She forced herself into a smile. “I’m happy to see you, too,” she replied. “I had such a nightmare…”



“Shhh…” said Rarity. “Say no more. You need rest. How do you feel?”



Twilight cocked her head slightly and glanced around. She realised she was inside Rarity’s boutique, lying on a makeshift cot. “I feel… worn out,” she whispered. “What happened?”



“Well,” Rarity began, “there was that mysterious shop you foolishly walked into. I tried to follow you inside, but the door closed as soon as you entered. And then the whole building vanished in a flash. Poof! Everything was gone, you included. We searched for you all over the place, but you were nowhere to be found. So we warned the princesses, who immediately ordered a general shakedown. To no avail. It’s been a full week now, until––”



“A full week?” Twilight cut in and shook her head. “But I’ve been away an hour at most!”



“Believe me,” Rarity carried on, “you disappeared seven days ago. And suddenly you popped up at the selfsame spot, unconscious. Sweetie Belle discovered your body a little while ago, and we immediately carried you inside. I’m afraid there is not much else to say. But, oh!, you look so dreadful. I brewed some fresh tea. Do you care for a cup?”



Twilight nodded: “Please.”



Rarity rose and walked off to the kitchen. A moment later, she came back with a round tray loaded with two cups and a teapot, that she laid on a small but elegant table. Magically, she grabbed the teapot and poured its contents into the cups. “Help yourself!” the unicorn said.



Twilight reflexively conjured the levitation spell even the baby unicorns mastered; nothing happened. She tried again, but the cup would not move. “I’m too weak to cast a spell,” she confessed to Rarity. “Can you help me?”



“Why, certainly,” replied Rarity. She floated the cup toward Twilight’s lips, and tilted it slightly. But the liquid, instead of flowing into Twilight’s mouth, hovered above it and finally fell all over the blanket. “What?!” exclaimed Rarity in disbelief.



Twilight let her head plop down with a sigh. “It was no dream…” she whispered.



Rarity looked at her, dismayed. 



“Some kind of invisible protected suit,” said Twilight. “They said trying to put it off will result in an explosion destroying everything for miles around.”



“Who are ‘they’?”



“Ponies in the shop.”



Rarity blinked several times. “Darling, I don’t get it. There were ponies in that shop?”



“Never mind,” replied Twilight and she made a dismissal gesture with one hoof. “I need to go to the library and look something up in my books. Could you levitate me there?”



“Why, of course, Darling! But are you sure you feel all right?”



“I’ll have to put up with it,” sighed Twilight. She smiled again, ever so slightly.








The afternoon was over. The floor of the library was littered with forlorn books. Rarity and Spike had spent several hours fetching the various reference works on science and magic Twilight had requested. But she had found nothing relevant. No mention of that purported temporal energy or of such particles as ‘chronons’. 



Twilight was pacing to and fro, ears dropped, downbeat.



“Why don’t you ask Celestia?” proposed Rarity.



“There is nothing she could do for me,” replied Twilight, and she shrugged. “My library is as rich, maybe even richer, in science books as all the Canterlot libraries. If I don’t find the answer here, I won’t find it any place else.”



“Could it be some sort of phoney? Maybe they lied to you?” said Spike.



Twilight glanced at the baby dragon. “And if not? Are you willing to take the risk?”



Spike did not answer. Twilight heard him mutter something under her breath, but she couldn’t make it out. Suddenly all the tiredness of the day seemed to wash over her. She lowered her head and closed her eyes.



There was a swish and a screech. Twilight jerked her eyes open. She found herself in the middle of a street. “What?” she blurted, incredulous. A strange flying vehicle rounded a nearby angle and drove straight to her. It honked loudly. In the nick of time, Twilight leaped aside onto the sidewalk as the speedster hurtled by and vanished from sight in a wink of an eye.



A few pedestrians gazed stupidly at her, then resumed walking as if nothing had happened. Her heart pounding, Twilight glanced around. She was not in Ponyville anymore; at least not in the Ponyville she knew. One- or two-storey buildings, made up of glistening, metallic walls bordered the street. But that must be… She was interrupted by the rising roar of an engine behind her. She whirled. 



A black hovercraft with tinted windows skidded to a halt a few feet from her. The rear door opened, and a grey stallion wearing a pair of sunglasses emerged from inside. He pointed a small device to Twilight, that she recognised as one of the weapons she had seen in the shop. “Princess,” said the stallion, “please get into the car.” He waved the hoof that held the weapon. “Don’t make me beg. You will be given all the necessary information later. Quick!”



Twilight groaned and stepped into the vehicle, immediately followed by the stallion that slammed the door close. The hovercraft peeled out. “I’m sorry for what will follow––” began the stallion.



“You are often very sorry,” Twilight cut in. “What do you have in store now?”



“You’ll have to undergo minor vexations such as this.” He drew a piece of dark fabric from his pocket, with which he blindfolded Twilight. “Please don’t try to remove it,” he said, once he was satisfied with the tightness of the knot. “I would really resent being forced to use my stunner against you. The next minutes will be far more enjoyable to you if you cooperate willingly.”



Twilight remained quiet. As she couldn’t see anymore, she felt the vehicle jink several times, pushing its way through what she guessed was a dense urban warren. At last, they came to a halt. Twilight heard the sound of a window being lowered, and there was a brief exchange in a foreign language she did not understand. The vehicle then seemed to plunge into the ground at reduced speed. Soon after, it stopped. Twilight was gently pulled out of the hovercraft, and led along endless corridors and steep stairs until her guides ordered her to stop, and rapped at a door. Somepony opened, and Twilight was gently nudged into the room. She heard the door close and latch; her blindfold was removed.



She was standing in a dull, grey cubicle. The walls were all bare. Facing her, behind an austere desk, two middle-aged mares. “Princess Sparkle,” said the left one, “let me first apologise for the rough treatment inflicted on you. You are now in one of Equestria’s most secret places, and ––”



“How do you know my name?” interrupted Twilight. “Who are you?”



The mare grinned. “Excuse me, I forgot the most basic politeness. My name is Shepherd Star, I am the current leader of the weapon shop corporation. And” — she waved at her neighbour – “this is Spick Span, my deputy. As for your name… I found your portrait in a very old book. You see, despite all the efforts Tirek made to destroy all the books, we managed to save a lot of them.”



“Why am I here? How did you know when and where to pick me up?”



“We made a mistake,” answered Shepherd Star laconically.



“What mistake?” asked Twilight.



“When we expelled you out of Ponyville’s shop. You must understand: we panicked. It’s not easy to react correctly under threat. We thought it was the best solution, but it triggered an unfortunate series of event…”



“Please elucidate.”



“We correctly guessed the militia had developed a new weapon; a sort of cannon that can move objects backwards through time. Of course, they had to pick a first target, and that first target was chosen to be Ponyville’s weapons shop. Why? I have no clue. And it worked indeed – until you interfered.”



“How?”



“You walked into the shop”, explained Shepherd Star. “At that precise moment, all the temporal energy that had been aimed at the building was instantly transferred to your body, and we were flung back to our present – or your future. Then, faced with the pickle of your presence, we bluntly decided to get rid of you, and shoved you out. But we had not considered the seesaw effect.”



“What’s that?” asked Twilight.



“Since you wear that insulated invisible suit, the energy you have accumulated cannot dissipate. Together with the building in which the temporal cannon was installed, you are now forming a sort of “time lever”, whose fulcrum is the date at which the attack took place. As long as we haven’t found a way to safely discharge all this energy from you, you are bound to oscillate between past and future, while the building does the same thing, but the other way round…”



“Charming…” said Twilight with a pout.



“Don’t be too bitter: we won’t let you down. We are working on it, and by the time you reappear, I’m pretty positive we will have figured it out. We fed the initial conditions into our computers and were able to correctly predict your first interphase. The suit contains a tracking emitter so we won’t lose you. Besides, the fact that Equestria still exists proves that you have not exploded in the past. So, there is hope!”



“Where’s the catch?” asked Twilight sternly.



“No catch,” assured Shepherd Star. She beamed. “Honest!”



Twilight did not answer. Her mind was working as fast as possible to find a flaw in Shepherd Star’s rationale; she had a hunch there was one. But where?



Shepherd Star looked at her watch. “No further question?” she asked. “This interphase is almost over. In less than one minute you’ll be sent back in the past. We’ll meet again in a few hours for you, a few months––” She broke off and sniggered.



“What?” exclaimed Twilight loudly. “A few months… for you? But you intimated the energy involved was constant. How could that be?”



Shepherd Star slowly turned her gaze towards Spick Span. “That was not very clever of you,” said the deputy. The leader’s head turned back to Twilight, but the alicorn was gone.



“Why did you lie to her?” asked Spick Span.



“I had not the heart to shatter her hope. We’ve ruined her life. Inadvertently, but we did. We can spare her that, at least, no?”



“When will the next interphase take place?” 



“More than a millennium into the future…” answered Shepherd Star, as she prepared to leave the room.








Twilight stood in the middle of a forest, caught in a violent snowstorm; strong gusts of wind were keening through the trees and swinging the branches furiously. No Ponyville, not even a house in sight; nothing but trees, gloom, and snow. Strangely though, she did not feel cold; apparently the suit was providing her with heat. Reluctantly, she set out and trudged in the already thick snow cover, seeking a shelter.



After a few minutes of a gruelling fight against the blizzard, she finally came in sight of a small rocky mound, one side of which seemed to be less exposed to the gale. In a last desperate effort, she staggered to its base, and flopped down, exhausted. Her eyelids felt heavy, so heavy; all her body was aching. She curled up, trying to find a position as comfortable as possible. Unwillingly, her eyes closed and she fell into a dreamless slumber.



When she awoke, the forest was gone, and gone was the snowstorm also. Under the cold light of a gibbous moon, she was lying in a vast and deserted field of ruins. Broken shards of metal and glass, which glittered in the pale moonlight, were strewn all over; here and there, the absurd stumps of former houses were still standing as ominous reminders of the catastrophe that should have taken place uncountable years before. She stood up, and slowly paced along the road she had awoken on. The silence was total, eerie, oppressive. As she made her way towards the centre, she occasionally encountered wrecked vehicles, strangely deformed, as if they had been scorched or had melted under a blistering heat. Suddenly, she froze. What have I glimpsed? She turned around and walked back a few steps. In front of her, nailed on what remained of a metallic wall, a golden plaque was shimmering “Equestria’s weapon shops corporation. Ponyville’s outlet. The right to be armed is the right to be free.”



Realisation struck her like lightning: they had lied to her. The seesaw energy was not constant. No. It was actually increasing. Every swing of this monstrous teeter-totter would actually precipitate her into a remoter past, or fling her into a more distant future, and there would be no respite. 



She was hopelessly bound to oscillate.



Endlessly.



Briefly, she had a vision of her body, lifeless, floating in the icy space, entrapped in that past-future cycle that would never cease, like the vain pendulum of a long forgotten clock. And yet she could not believe it; she could not accept that it would finish like that. 



There was more to it than met the eye. 



But what was it?



As she was pondering, the scenery suddenly changed. The buildings disappeared altogether. She was now in the midst of a desolate tract of barren earth. The daylight was strange. Looking up, she saw the sky was pink, and… were those flying huts? This must be when Discord was ruling Equestria, she thought. She tried to compute how far into the past she had been thrown this time, but found she was lacking the necessary knowledge. She could remember Celestia and Luna alluding to this period, but they never had explicitly mentioned how remote it was.



Reflexively, she began to walk, but stopped after a few steps. Which way to go? And what for? How long would she remain in this particular timeframe? One hour? Two? Six at most? What could she possibly do here? Her purpose, if she had one left, was elsewhere. It was pointless to move, pointless to wander aimlessly. Nopony could rescue her anymore. She had passed beyond all hope.



Thus, she simply lay down on the ground, waiting for the next swing to whisk her into an unfathomable future, and turned her thoughts inward. 



She vaguely recalled that she had a decision to make. But what was it?



Past-Future-Past-Future-Past-Future…








Twilight was sprawling in a boundless night and a future so distant that nothing existed anymore. Equestria had disappeared, the Moon had dissolved into nothingness and the Sun was extinct. Eons ago, uncountable millennia before Celestia and Luna were begotten, the alicorn had breathlessly contemplated its glorious youth; she had witnessed the star and its planets emerge from the primeval nebulae. And now she was standing at the other end of the road, looking back, and her world was all but dead.



Only the distant, minute stars were studding the absolute darkness, like tiny beacons.



Expecting something.



Expecting her.



Suddenly she knew. The answer was so obvious, so evident. And with it came the only reasonable choice, the quiet acceptance of her inevitable death. But not a meaningless, absurd sacrifice. Oh no! On the contrary. And beyond sorrow and despair, her heart suddenly filled with joy and wonder. She thought about all she had known, her parents, her friends, her home; all the love she had received – and given. She smiled. She had had a rich life, there was nothing to regret. 



And now her mind turned to her immediate future.



There was a limit to the amount of temporal energy her suit could handle. All that energy, waiting to be released. 



The next swing, the last swing, would carry her to such a distant past… 



A past when nothing would be born, yet.



Not even the universe.



She would not behold its birth.



But she would trigger it.
      

      
   
      Pains of the past


      

      
      
         A son stood over a bed of his dying father, a thick bandage wrapped around his father’s midsection; stained with much blood. He was surrounded by many of his people, each one mourning and grieving of the loss of their leader. The sadness that surrounded them was so overwhelming that some fell to their earth, their hearts wracked with eternal grief. The son ignored them, for his pain was much deeper than their loss.



For he was alone.



He pressed himself against his father, his arms outstretched in a hug, and his face nuzzled into his father’s purple fur. He wanted to cry, he wanted to bellow, yet no tears came down his cheeks and he could not figure out why. He closed his eyes and held his father close to him, fearing that if he let go his father would slip away into the nothingness.



“Our time is running out, my son.”



A powerful voice entered into his thoughts, it was deep yet gentle as the wind. The son opened his eyes to see his father was no longer there. Panic gripped him and he looked around the room to the others, only to find that his people were missing as well. He called out to where they were, his voice trailing as it tried to speak. When no one replied he rushed for the doorway, shoving it open to see his village, yet the place was abandoned and not a single soul walked the paved paths. Not only his people but no animals roamed the treetops, no birds sang in the hovels, there was essentially nothing there.



He was alone.



“Cries of war, echo across the plains, and will come for our people,”



The son heard his father’s voice; he looked for him again but only found the landscape change before him. A gust of wind whipped out of nowhere and he shielded his eyes as the gale plowed into him; so intense was the wind that he felt he would be thrown into the sky like a leaf in a hurricane. When the wind slowly subsided he looked and beheld his people, yet they were not the same as before; instead they were preparing for battle. They were all armed with weapons of many kinds. They wielded their bows, with their arrows, with their scimitars, with their shields, with their clubs and with their slings, and were preparing themselves with all manner of weapons which were invented. Girded about their bodies was thick leather armor that held tight to their bodies. A few among them wore headdresses of a few different animals, these few were leaders, ready to fight and lead the people to glorious battle. The son could do nothing but watch as his people were readying themselves for war. He wanted to join them, he wanted to fight, for what ‘they’ have done, yet he could not move his body. Whatever presence kept him there he knew not.



“Remnants of our past, scar the land, the enemy staining it with our blood,”



A loud but familiar horn echoed upon the land and everyone shouted in joys of battle. They chanted to their god of war, promising to shed much blood upon the fields of battle. The son watched as thousands upon thousands of warriors gathered themselves for battle, beating their war drums in a rhythmic chant that resembled the beating heart. All of his people were on the march, including, to his disbelief, the women and children. They gathered themselves before a large valley, screaming and shouting curses upon their enemies, each hoping to take in their first kill. As their cries of war echoed upon the plains a loud horn blew into the sky, coming from the opposite end of the valley. The son eyes widened and heard many of his people chant the same thing.



 The ponies have come.



“The land that we hold dear will once again be besieged, in conflict.”



The son was now running, his heart beating rapidly, and his legs grew strong upon the land as he was in full sprint. He was running alongside his friends, his families, and his people, charging toward a doom that awaited them. The drums of war was beaten in a rhythm, beating as fast as each step taken. His blood pounded faster in his veins, his body sweated from the rush of adrenaline. He saw the foot of the hill that lead into the valley and he continued to press forward. He reached the peak of the hill and it began running down a steep slope, his people charging just ahead of him. He urged himself on, desperately trying to stay at the front and to be at the first clash.  However, in his own haste, he began to tumble and slam into the ground hard; dirt and grass went into their air as he tumbled down the slope and coming to abrupt stop at the bottom. His head spun and his body ached from the violent impact; he tasted blood that dripped from his lips. He could not hear his people’s screams nor could he hear the clattering of shields or the sounds of feet being brought down upon the land.



The resonance of silence is all that he heard.



He opened his eyes to see them but instead saw that he was not amongst his people but saw something appear on the opposite end of the valley. He saw a pony in glorious armor that was in a hue of gold and blue. The designs in its armor were magnificent and were crafted in a glorious detail that he could not describe. A cape billowed behind him, its color matching that of the sun. The pony cast his gaze toward the valley, watching the mass of warriors that was advancing toward him. The pony remained calm and was not shaken by what he saw, instead he was steady and immovable by the approaching horde. The pony was ready to face the foe before him. In that moment, the son could do nothing but stare in awe of the noble warrior.



“Their champions will rise to challenge our destiny; and will lead their brethren to battle.”



His father’s words touched his soul and he beheld the same pony raising a sword into the air with his hoof, his body moved in a fluid motion that resembled more of an acrobat then a fighter. He froze in place as he saw the pony lift the steel blade back and swiftly brought it forward, directed at him. The instant it was brought down thousands of ponies began to charge, roaring out a battle cry so loud it shook the very air around him. He saw the ponies descend down the slope, their banners billowing in the wind as they charged into the fray, ready to tackle the enemy head on. The armor gleamed brightly before the sun, making it shine as a beacon to the land. The son could only watch as the thundering of hooves approached him. The sight gripped his heart to a point that he was powerless to run. He tried to turn, to get away from the incoming enemy but he was rooted to the dirt and he could not budge.



“As we fight for our birthright we will show the outsiders our wrath; and that the shadow will never consume our hearts.”



The son watched as the two sides would soon clash, his heart raced as worry grew within him for his people. Light flashed above him and he looked at the sky to see it split in two. Two colors, opposite of each other, filled the sky. One side crimson and the other azure, turning the sky into a bleak twilight that would consume them all. When the son looked down he saw the two forces approaching at a rapid pace, charging out in reckless abandon. On his left was ponies, Equestria’s finest soldiers that the land has ever known. To his right was that of his people, his own race bringing themselves to fight against the ponies that wronged them. The two armies’ raised their battle cries further, so loud that it deafened the son’s ears and he tried to block it out. Then, at the last minute, the two armies raised their weapons toward one another and clashed; the sound booming as metal scraped upon metal, and steel upon flesh.



            The son closed his eyes in fear. He huddled himself onto the ground and cried out, almost screaming as the battle raged around him. He was not ready for this, he was never ready to lead, and he could not take this responsibility. He wanted his father, he wanted his guidance, his wisdom. He was not prepared for the life ahead of him. The cries of his people sent shivers down his spine and he couldn’t not help them, for he didn’t know how. He saw the captains fall one by one and his people were screaming out for him to lead. He felt weak inside, the world around him came crashing down. He felt his body cave in to sorrow as he could do nothing to save his people. The cries haunted him, wracking his body in eternal torment. His heart felt it had rent in two and wallowed in his own anguish.

“However, this is not your future, my son.”



His father’s voice reached out to him, a feeling of ease rushed through him as if he was plucked up from the sea of darkness.



 He opened his eyes, everything was quiet.



There was no sound of fighting, no clash of weapons, and no cries for help. There was only silence that greeted him. He slowly lifted himself off the ground, his body shaken from the horrific screams he heard mere moments ago. He was sitting in a field that was both calm and serene. A wind blew gently across the land, creating waves on the ocean of fields.



“I have faith in you, my son.”



His breath shuddered as he heard the words uttered. He turned around and saw his father standing before him. He wore clothing that would rival any king. A set of bracelets were on each of his forelegs. Golden Jewry was wrapped around his neck, the golden pieces so wide that he could easily see his reflection. His father’s fur was deep in purple and his under belly was a lighter shade. His headdress was that of an eagle, the highest rank of warrior and few leaders would wear them. His father stared at him with golden eyes, the same as his own, and they bore into his soul. The son felt his body shake, almost to the point that he would fall again, yet his father’s eyes were filled with compassion. In that moment the son fell forward and went into his father’s loving embrace. He wrapped his arms around his father’s midsection. His lips quivered and his eyes began to water. His father returned the gesture, wrapping his massive forearms around him as he buried his face into his thick neck. The two stayed like that for some time, the sun descending into the horizon and basking the land with the last of its light.



 “I believe in you, my son.”



His father spoke again, his voice bringing much comfort to his troubled heart.



“You will become a powerful leader. You have much potential within you.”



His father’s words were soothing and his mind was at ease because of it. As he continued to listen to his father’s words he could not help but feel this was leading to something. He felt his father’s forearm close tightly around him, bringing him further into his embrace; his warmth so inviting.



“My son, there will be times when life will throw everything it has at you. Where you must stand for your beliefs and to face those challenges head on. The time for you to pick up the sword… is now.”



His words pierced his heart. His mind tried to wrap around everything that he had said. His father wanted him to lead. He held his father more tightly, he knew what his father wanted but did not. He still had much to learn, that much was true, however, he wished for his father’s guidance, he needed him here. He-



He felt a paw caress his cheek. It was so unexpected, so needed, that he began to cry at the touch, tears streaming down his cheeks. The paw came upon his chin and his head was lifted up to see his father’s smiling face. As he stared into his golden eyes he saw that his father did care for him, that he loved him no matter what. He would be proud of him.



“I love you, my child. You… must rally our people. Lead them to a better future. I leave them all to you.”



The last words echoed as his father became silent. The warmth he gave was gone. His father left the world of the living and now rested in the spirit world, a realm where only the dead would take comfort in. As his father lay lifeless in his arms the son cried out for him to return, but no matter how many times he cried out for his name he would never return to his side.



For he was alone.









The son awoke from his slumber, sweat pouring down his face as he tried to comprehend the dream. His father was there; he was still alive yet he was not.  He didn’t know what to imagine. It... it felt so real to him. He lifted himself from his makeshift bed, breathing heavy breaths as he tried to calm himself.



“Ahuizotl,” a voice entered his room, breaking him from his thoughts. “it is time.”



“I’m coming, Tenoch. Just… just give me a minute.” Ahuizotl replied, his voice weary. He went off his bed and began to dress himself up, adorning his body with the proper attire. He did not like to dress in such a manner, as it would not even befit him, but he had to do it.  Besides, he had to attend his father’s funeral. After he was fully dressed did he take leave of his home and into his village. 



Ahuizotl saw many of his people, his own kind, walking amongst the streets, each dressed in the same manner as he. The citizens had different coats that matched with their attire, while the warriors, the proudest jaguar and eagle warriors he had ever known, were garbed in their armor as a sign of respect to their fallen king. As he made his way down the long streets he saw the procession just ahead of him. He saw Tenoch, the elder of his people, at the head of the column. Behind him were small children, spreading out small lilies onto the path. Behind the small children were lines of mourners, wailing and crying out to their gods to grant safe passage for their leader. Behind them was a long casket, adorned with many trinkets and personal belongings. He saw his father, his body laid out on a flat dais, being carried by several ponies who once lived with them. Ahuizotl watched as the ponies moved along with the procession. Unlike the other ponies that lived on the outside, these ones lived with them in the jungles of Amarezon. They knew of the ways, they lived as his people did and they defend the jungles and they would not let outsiders destroy their homes. Ahuizotl respected them as much as he did his people. As the Procession continued he joined with them, following them into the jungle.



    Hours passed as the procession continued, following down a path that stretched deeper and deeper into the heart of the jungle. He knew this route, it was all too familiar. Near the the top of the jungle foliage he saw where the procession was heading. It was their forbidden city, a place they once called their own, however, it was now barren and desolate and Ahuizotl knew the reason. As he passed the archways leading into the city, memories of  his childhood poured into his mind. The forbidden city was once a metropolis where tens of thousands of his kind lived and thrived. The streets were filled with many market stalls that sold their wares, towers that stretched as the trees of the jungles, and their temples were magnificent to behold that they would rival Canterlot itself. When he was just a child he ran and played with many of his friends, enjoying life to the fullest, never once thinking that anyone would dare attack it. 



Yet someone did.



It was a grim day that no one would have predicted. An army clad in black and bore no mark attacked them without warning. Whatever soldiers they could gather were quickly slaughtered by their rampage. The ponies plundered what was not tied down, they burned homes that stood in their path and they killed everyone that they saw. Ahuizotl remembered that he was huddled against his home, holding onto a spear from a dead warrior. He was scared, he was frightened, he did not know what to do. Everything was burning around him, his people dying in the streets, and the enemy was everywhere enjoying the plunder. As he cowered in fear he did not see three of the black clad ponies taking notice of him. One of them called out ‘get them all’ as the others charged at him. He gripped the spear even tighter, not knowing what to do or what to think. He prayed for help but whatever he did, nothing was stopping their charge. It was in that moment, when they were almost upon him, his father appeared killing the assailants. 



He watched as his father land in front of him, garbed in his leather armor and eagle headwear. He held a blade that bore many sharp stones on either side, the edges sharp enough to cut clean through the head of one of the attackers. One fell to the earth instantly while the other was thrown back toward the third pony, a sharp blow directly across it’s eye. His father stared at the third attacker, the two eyeing each other for a briefest of moments, before charging at each other and joining battle. Before Ahuizotl could see or comprehend at what he saw he felt a strong foreleg wrap around his midsection and carry him off. He calmed the moment he felt the touch, the smell so familiar, the voice so sweet and gentle. The moment was overwhelming and he slipped into unconsciousness. 



    Ahuizotl’s mind snapped into place as he stopped in front of the procession. His people were still mourning, yet much more softly than before. The children that tossed the white lilies had stopped and were now standing beside their families. His people gathered in a semicircle in the center of the forbidden city. He saw two headstones, each identical to one another. In front of them his father was laid, placing next to an open grave that was freshly dug; for a brief moment he thought his father was merely asleep. His gaze turned toward the old structures that surrounded them, and he could clearly see the burn marks that still remained. His eyes followed the ancient structures to the temples, their frames destroyed and broken on the ground. The invaders sacked the city, leaving nothing for his people, even salting the earth so that the crops would not be usable. A voice soon entered his thoughts and he turned to see Tenoch addressing the people. 



The elder spoke of many things, even gave blessings upon his father and his seed. He told of their history, dating back to the time when the regal sisters came to power, even retelling of their tragedy years ago, where once thousands upon thousand of his kind lived, now only a few thousand of his kind remained. Anger grew within him when the princesses  were mentioned. When word came of the destruction of their city, and the massacre of his people, the Princesses of Equestria were shocked and even condemned those that attacked them, even offering aid to search for those that caused the slaughter. However, his father rebuttled them, stating that all ponies are the same, and he would curse their names and attack their nearby villages if they set a hoof into their lands.



He wanted no outsider to mettle in their affairs.



Tenoch soon spoke of the hardships that they went through since the massacre, telling of how his father continued to keep his people happy, despite their loss. The elder then declared that if it weren’t for his father, the people would have been destroyed long ago. The elder, now finished, stepped aside as the people began to place flowers around his body. They passed his body, giving a small blessing or an offer of gratitude. Ahuizotl remained where he was, watching his people and the ponies of the jungle continue to pass by and offer their thanks to their leader. Hours soon passed and many of the people left, yet he remained where he was, staring at his father's grave, now buried into the earth. When the last of his people had gone, and the elder was the only one remaining, Ahuizotl felt the courage to step forward to his father’s grave. When he approached he stared at the ground for a moment before looking at the headstones. Upon the graves he could clearly see the names.



“Here lies Icnoyotl Kahn, righteous king of all Amarezon. Alongside his wife, beloved queen Citlali. May they always be remembered for their sacrifice and may their memories be treasured forever.”



Ahuizotl stared at the name of his mother. He remembered all too well at what she did for him. For she was the one who saved his life. She whisked him away to the jungle while being pursued. She placed him in a hollow near a river bed, away from the prying eyes of his pursuers. He awoke in the final moments where she held him close, hugging him for the last time and kissing his cheek. He called out for her but she had already turned and ran, leading the pursuers away from him. He heard her cries soon after and he cried himself to sleep that very night.



He placed a paw on the gravestones, gently rubbing across its smooth surface. It was right then and there that all the emotion he had built up had now broken and tears were streaming down his face. He lowered his head, placing it firmly against the gravestones. He stayed like that for what felt like hours. He never wanted to leave, he never wanted to go, yet he knew that they were gone. 



He would never see them again.



“Ahuizotl,” Tenoch spoke, his voice soft and raspy, “your father wanted you to have this.”



Ahuizotl turned to the elder and saw him holding something that he thought he would never see again. In his paws he held his father’s sword. He moved closer to the elder, his eyes never straying from the blade itself. The blade’s surface was smooth and obsidian stones were jagged and sharp. The length was at least over three feet, long enough to reach any enemy and to cut him down. As he stared at the blade Ahuizotl eagerly grabbed for it. The elder nodded to him.



“You take the oath of your forefathers to uphold our sacred duties, to honor our people with dignity and pride and to bring our fallen people to justice?”



“ I swear!”



Tenoch nodded and the two walked away from the grave stones. As they walked the elder noticed tears coming down Ahuizotl’s cheeks. He smiled and placed a paw onto his shoulder.



“Your parents are proud of you, Ahuizotl. Never forget that.”



He turned to the elder a smile broadened on his face.



“I know.”
      

      
   
      From One Unicorn to Another


      

      
      
         	Princess Platinum sat on the cold throne as she flicked her eyes to the ponies below. Their disgusting sackcloth cloaks were matted with dirt and sweat while their eyes filled with tears. They looked young and underfed, like they had lived on scraps their entire lives. Judging from the horrible odor wafting about the room, they likely had no access to running water or soap. They were peasants, the underprivileged lot that her kingdom was built on top of.



	Rolling her eyes, Princess Platinum sighed as she shifted in the throne, leaning on her right hoof. They were pleading with her, begging for more food and warm clothes, but their voices sounded far away. As they kept pleading, she nodded to the guards at the far end of the room, who promptly marched to them. One of them screamed at her as the guards led them away, but Princess Platinum looked down at her hooves, examining the small chip in the enamel. From the other side of the room, the doors creaked as they opened and closed with a resounding boom.



	Sighing, she placed her hoof back down as a new pony approached, this one clad in black and gold armor. She stiffened her posture as the pony removed its helmet, revealing a long mane of orange and yellow.



	“Princess Platinum,” her visitor spoke in a scratchy voice. “I am Rainheart, envoy of Commander Hurricane.”



	“Noted. What does he demand of me this time?”



	Envoy Rainheart’s eyes flashed. “He requests a meeting with you to resolve this dispute as soon as possible.”



	Princess Platinum raised an eyebrow. “I have no interest in meeting with him.”



	“Princess, I ask you to reconsider,” Rainheart said, the irritation revealing itself in her voice. “It is not often Commander Hurricane asks to speak with anypony.”



	Princess Platinum looked away towards her left hoof, examining it with the same disinterest she had prior.



	“Commander Hurricane only asks to speak with me when his kind are in danger, Envoy. If the danger is so great, why does he not come to see me personally?”



	“Because he is needed elsewhere at the moment! Unlike you, he takes an active interest in the welfare of his kingdom!”



	A cold wind swept through the room as Princess Platinum slowly looked over to Rainheart. Once they made eye contact, Rainheart bowed her head.



	“Forgive me, Princess. I spoke out of line.”



	“Indeed,” Princess Platinum replied, her voice as icy as the wind. “Begone from here, Envoy. Tell your Commander that if he truly wishes to achieve peace, he is to see me personally and to refrain from sending any more of his peons to do his work.”



	Rainheart’s head snapped up, but the hoof of the guard grabbed onto her shoulder before she could say anything. Glaring, Rainheart put her helmet back on and spit at the foot of the throne before marching away back to the door. Princess Platinum cringed as she stood, maneuvering around the dribble of spit. Throwing her cape back, she adjusted the crown before stomping her hoof twice. Immediately, two ponies ran up to her, dressed in the filthy sackcloth of the earlier peasants. 



“Do clean my throne of the vile beasts expulsion.”



	At the door, the guards saluted crisply and the door flew open at her presence. The hallway on the other side was stuffed with bodies, all unicorns and earth ponies. As she stepped out of the room, they all bowed to her. She nodded to them and they all rose, parting as she swept past. Faces appeared at the corners of her eyes, each one becoming dirtier and more bitter as she forced her way through the halls.



	Glancing at the windows, Princess Platinum raised an eyebrow as she traced the crystalline patterns etched into the panes of glass. From what she could see, there was a blizzard raging outside as more flecks of white whipped past the patterns. Turning away, she ignored the cold clawing at her chest and hurried off, leaving the staff to stare at her with curious expressions. She twisted and turned through the labyrinth of her castle before she stopped at a rather plain looking door. Inscribed on it was a three leaf clover and Princess Platinum nodded to the guards standing at the door. One of them rapped on the door.



	“Who goes there?” a voice on the other side responded.



	“Princess Platinum demands an audience with you,” the guard spoke in a deep voice.



	Shuffling came from behind the door as it glowed with a periwinkle aura. It swung open and a tall spring green unicorn stood before her. He wore a cloak of the same sackcloth the other peasants wore, but his was much longer. His blue and pink mane was swept back, giving him a regal appearance.



	“My princess,” he spoke, bowing his head and stepping aside.



	Princess Platinum wasted no time, brushing past him and through the stacks of tomes littered around his chamber. Small glass containers hissed and bubbled around her and the candles burned brightly, even those at the end of their wicks. Grimacing, Princess Platinum heard the door shut and turned to the stallion as the locks clicked into place.



	“How can I be of service, Your Majesty?” he asked, smiling.



	She inclined her head to the door and the smile faded from his face. His horn glowed in a periwinkle aura before fading.



	“I fear this is a conversation best kept secret.”



	“I see,” he placed a hoof on his chin. “I presume this has to do with the envoy and Commander Hurricane’s demands?”



	Princess Platinum blinked once. “You are well informed, Clover the Clever.”



	Clover cracked a small smile. “It pays to be aware of who is visiting the castle, Your Grace.”



	Princess Platinum’s face remained stoic as her horn glowed and a large pillow appeared behind her. Planting her rump into it, she looked at the floor and sighed.



	“I seek your advice, Clover. Commander Hurricane is growing desperate and I fear for what may come if I act rashly.”



	She looked up to see Clover trotting over to a small workbench littered with open tomes and a vial of smoking red liquid. His face remained neutral, but he frowned slightly as he looked up.



	“I am not one for the affairs of rulers, Your Highness.”.



	Princess Platinum raised an eyebrow. “You would deny aiding your princess?”



	Clover shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Princess. I am just very weary of the infighting between the three of you, as I think the rest of the kingdoms are.”



	A stern silence filled the room as Clover glanced up to Princess Platinum.



	“Treasonous words, Clover,” she said slowly.



	“I only speak the truth, or perhaps do you wish to have your ears tickled?”



	“I would prefer you to hear my words before dismissing my concerns, servant, else I shall find myself a new consultant.”



	Glancing down, Clover heaved a sigh before looking back to her.



	“Forgive me,” he said. “I forget my place.”



	Princess Platinum eased her piercing gaze. “Noted. I anticipate you will hold your tongue better in the future?”



	“At once. So, Commander Hurricane is desperate.”



	“Yes, his envoy made that clear enough.”



	Clover tapped his chin thoughtfully. “I see, but how is this concerning to you?”



	Princess Platinum looked down, her magenta eyes scanning the titles to the tomes.



	“I fear he will take more drastic action than we are ready for,” she whispered.



	Clover nodded slowly, bringing his hoof to his chin again. The smoking liquid on the bench gave a small shudder as he glanced over to it.



	“It is true Commander Hurricane is prone to emotional reactions and unpredictable bouts of anger, but I know he is no fool.”



	Princess Platinum nodded. “As do I. However, as this winter rages on, there will be little I can do to prolong the fight he is itching for.”



	Clover sighed, turning to the potion on the table and flicking it with his hoof. “So, he does wish to go to war?”



	Princess Platinum nodded, allowing a tense silence to fill the room. She eyed Clover as he trotted around the room and examined tomes as they levitated around him. His potion shivered again, spraying a small bit onto the table that instantly evaporated into a heart shaped puff of smoke.



	“I don’t suppose you’ve considered using the advice I offered last time, have you?” Clover asked, peeking at her from behind the mass of tomes.



	“You mean befriending him?”



	Clover nodded.



	“Then you should know my response. I have nothing I can spare to offer him as a token of good intentions.”



	Clover sighed. “You still don’t see it, do you?”



	Princess Platinum rose to her hooves, her eyes flashing. “I see it perfectly, Clover. This warmongering fool is demanding me to give up our food stores, force the earth ponies we protect to give him half of what little food we share and to allow his kind to expand into our kingdom, yet you think that by showing friendly intentions, he will change his mind?”



	“You never know until you try.”



	“Silence, you stupid pony! You know nothing of politics, yet you advise me to acquiesce to his demands in the spirit of friendship! Do you know that if I do as you say, we will all starve? I am forced to turn away hundreds of starving peasants already in order to just maintain the rationing!”



	Clover parted the tomes and opened his mouth, but a purple aura surrounded his maw and Princess Platinum stomped forward, her eyes watering.



	“I cannot believe you would think of sacrificing the only means of protecting the lives of the innocents here in the spirit of goodwill! They would all die should I crumble under his pressure, but yet you act like I am the fool. Do you think, Clover? Do you think of… of…”



	Tears streamed down as she hung her head, her aura disappearing from his mouth. The crown sagged, pressing down on her brow and she shivered slightly. Clover looked her over, frowning as he did so. Placing a hoof on her shoulder, he rubbed it slightly and she pulled away, turning to face her pillow.



	“W-W-What can I do? I c-can’t even feed my own subjects, let alone g-give half of it to our enemies!”



	“Princess…”



	“I-I mean, how can I condemn all of th-them to death on the possibility Commander Hurricane will change his mind? I-If this winter doesn’t end soon, I won’t… I won’t…”



	She wiped her face with a hoof, smearing black mascara on her flawless coat. Renewed tears flowed down, making her shiver again.



	“Princess, please,” Clover said, his tone sad. “There is no need to cry.”



	“Then what am I supposed to do?” she yelled, rounding to him. “He has refused all my offers, even those that will destroy us slower than starvation. What do you expect me to do?”



	Clover sighed, looking at the stone floor and unable to answer. Noticing his hesitation, Princess Platinum trotted up and shoved him, her sadness melting into a blazing anger.



	“What do you want from me?” she demanded. “What more can I do? I have no means to force a truce between us and I won’t risk the lives of my subjects for my gain! Tell me, Clover the Clever, tell me what I should do!”



	Clover flashed a glare at her, his teeth starting to bare. The air around them grew colder as he opened his mouth.



	“I can’t solve your problems for you, Princess! I am not a prince, neither am I a king! You are the ruler of Unicornia, so you solve them!”



	As the words left his lips, a blast of cold air rushed through the room, extinguishing the candles. Princess Platinum chattered her teeth as Clover pulled his cloak tighter, looking up at the ceiling.



	“What is Tartarus was that?” Princess Platinum asked.



	“Something… reacted to me getting angry.”



	“Or the walls are starting to fail.”



	“No, this was not a natural thing. The cold… is getting more intense.”



	Princess Platinum huffed as Clover’s horn lit, followed by the soft glow of the candles. Looking into her eyes, Clover closed his and bowed low.



	“Forgive me, Princess. This riddle puzzles me as much as it does you. I am afraid I cannot offer a simple answer to you other than to pursue peace with Commander Hurricane.”



	He glanced up, his eyes twinkling slightly. Princess Platinum puffed her cheeks as a small blush colored them and looked to her right.



	“I shall warn you against using a tone like that with me in the future, but I do forgive you.”



	Grinning widely, Clover stood up and levitated his tomes once more.



	“Thank you, Your Highness. I will endeavor to make amends for my outburst.”



	“Yes, but this still leaves me with the problem of Commander Hurricane.”



	Clover bit his lip as he moved another tome in front of his face. “If you’re absolutely certain you cannot offer him some token of friendship, then might I suggest a summit?”



	Princess Platinum narrowed her eyes, shifting on her hooves. “Explain.”



	“A summit is where a group of--”



	“No, no! Explain how this will work as an alternative.”



	“Oh,” Clover said, moving the tome away from his face and pressing his ears to his head. “Well, it might help prevent an escalation of tensions if the two of you and Chancellor Puddinghead all spoke face to face. I mean, have you actually met Commander Hurricane?



	“Yes, long ago and far away. I will not allow him into my castle, though.”



	“I did not mean the summit needs to take place here, My Princess, but you could host the summit at one of the castles along our borders. It would prevent Commander Hurricane from gaining access to the heart of our home, but show you are willing to meet him halfway.”



	Princess Platinum placed a hoof on her lip, her eyes narrowed in concentration. Glancing away from Clover, she mumbled to herself incoherently before lowering her hoof.



	“How can I be sure he will agree to this summit? Chancellor Puddinghead will most definitely come, but Commander Hurricane is not one to merely discuss problems, should his military be any indication.”



	“You told me he is growing desperate. I’m sure he will come.”



	“And what of his forces? We can hardly match him should he decide to use this summit as a trap.”



	Clover rubbed a hoof on the back of his head.



	“Well, it goes without saying that summits only require minimal armed forces for each representative, but I can see him viewing this as a chance too good to pass up.”



	“And I will not bring an army to the site. Should I make a show of power, he will no longer doubt this will be a declaration of war.”



	They both fell into silence as they contemplated the problem before them. Once more, the vial of bright red liquid frothed and jiggled, spilling more of the contents and forming a heart with the smoke.



	“What is that, Clover?” Princess Platinum pointed to the vial.



	“That? Just a side project I’m working on.”



	“No doubt. What is it?”



	“A simple potion designed to be the essence of love. I’m making for, er, research purposes.”



	Princess Platinum snorted as she glanced at Clover, who was still rubbing the back of his head.



	How could a fool like him be smart enough to distill love? she thought.



	Returning her thoughts to the problem, Princess Platinum thought for several minutes when Clover finally spoke up.



	“I could, uh, accompany you, if it would make you feel safer.”



	Princess Platinum raised an eyebrow.



	“And how could you protect me better than a legion of guards?”



	“Well, you are coming to me for help. I can also get a sense of Commander Hurricane’s motives myself and help you make an appropriate plan of action then.”



	Princess Platinum placed her hoof back on her lip and considered this. Clover was her most trusted servant, even going as far to consider him something like a friend, but there would be no way he could protect her alone. She still needed guards, unless…



	“This might work, but we need all the delegates to bring only a trusted advisor. The security will be made up of existing guards at the castle. Other than that, no armed forces from any tribe are allowed within one thousand yards of the castle.”



	Clover smiled. “Now that sounds like the ruler of Unicornia.”



	A small smile broke on Princess Platinum’s face as she blushed a bit, a warmth permeating her body. Glancing back at Clover, she noticed he had not given her a smile like that since the blizzard had started.



	“I shall send the invitations at once,” she said, teleporting her cushion away and walking towards the door. “I expect it will be one week before I have an answer from Chancellor Puddinghead and Commander Hurricane, so do not busy yourself with any long experiments or concoctions.”



	She motioned to the vial on the workbench, which was now frothing consistently. Around it, a heart was fizzing rapidly and Princess Platinum scrunched her nose up at it.



	“Any idea why it’s doing that?”



	“I can only offer theories, My Princess.”



	She smirked at it before turning to Clover as the door opened.



	“I thank you again, Clover. Your council has been invaluable.”



	She nodded her head to him and Clover smiled back.



	“My Princess, if there is anything else you need, my door is always open.”



	She smiled back before leaving, allowing the door to shut with a boom. Clover watched the spot for a few more seconds before turning to the vial.



	“Now, what am I going to do with you?”
      

      
   
      Through Another’s Eyes


      

      
      
         “I’m afraid I must insist,” Ambassador Goldschmidt said as he clenched a talon and leaned forward over the table.



No surprises there. As long as Princess Celestia had known him, the griffon diplomat had always insisted on much. More time to speak, inconvenient schedules for appointments, more concessions favorable to his nation. All part of his duties, she supposed, but it began to grate after a while.



And he probably felt exactly the same way about her.



“Out of the question,” she said. “I can’t abide giving you hunting privileges on those lands.” Celestia tapped a hoof on the unfurled map, well within the heavy line marking the limits of Equestrian territory.



“One settlement!” another griffon erupted, the medals on her chest jangling. “One paltry pony settlement in the whole place, and we wouldn’t even have to go near it!”



Celestia sighed. “General… Kaufmann, was it?” The griffon narrowed her eyes and nodded. “It is not only the ponies who fall under my protection. The animals as well—all of Equestria is designated as a wildlife sanctuary.”



“…Should be a snacktuary,” she heard one of the low-ranking griffon aides mutter. Celestia stared at him until the smirk had faded from the ambassador’s face, and he, too, turned to shake his head.



“You don’t [/i]need[/i] it,” Celestia said, finally turning her attention back toward the map. “You have plenty of food sources, and I’m not prepared to allow animal harvesting within our borders. Period.”



Minister Lehrer, of the Foreign Affairs Office, clicked her tongue. “You don’t seem to care about fish. What makes them so different?”



This again. “We have discussed the matter before. Not all of my ponies are happy with the decision, but we recognize the necessity of it, and on the whole, we are comfortable with the compromise.” Celestia flicked a hoof toward the window. “It has no bearing on the current discussion, which, frankly, is making equally little progress. I see no reason to belabor the point any longer.”



General Kaufmann rolled a shoulder in front of the ambassador and hovered low over the map. “Those were our ancestral hunting grounds for centuries, and we mean to have them back,” she said through bared teeth. “The finest stock of rabbits anywhere, and we’ve offered you more than generous compensation!”



“It is not up for negotiation,” Celestia said as she slid the map from under the general and rolled it up. “Now, are there any other matters that will require our attention this morning?”



“We are quite willing and able to go to war over this,” Minister Lehrer said slowly. He probably thought that would sound intimidating.



Celestia held in her laugh, if barely. No, she’d win the battle of tact as well. “As I recall, an ill-advised declaration of war is what led you to lose those lands in the first place.”



“Only because we hadn’t recovered from our skirmishes with the minotaurs yet,” Ambassador Goldschmidt said. He glanced up at the general, who stood straight again and resumed her position beside his chair. “We are much stronger now.”



“And I have my sister back,” Celestia said in a low voice.



The ambassador pushed himself from the table and rose. “What can one more alicorn do? She may well take a few warriors down with her, but they are prepared to go. It will make no difference.”



“Do not underestimate her.”



He hesitated, but only for the briefest second. Then he wheeled about and strode for the door, his staff and colleagues following in his wake. “One month, Princess. You have one month.”








Lucky Strike rummaged through her father’s toolbox. Where had he put those blasted chisels? She needed to practice, or she’d never pass her next apprenticeship exam!



She also needed to stay calm about the whole thing. So she took a deep breath, sat up straight, and looked at her reflection in the mirror on the workbench. “You can do this,” she said to the brown-coated, brown-maned unicorn returning her gaze. Then with a glance at the jeweler’s loupe cutie mark on her flank, she trotted out to the back porch, where Dad kept his tool grinder.



Sure enough, he’d honed his lightest chisel down to a sharp edge and left it out there, along with the entire pouch of them. He probably meant to get to them all before he had to leave, but she only needed the one he’d finished. She smiled and made a mental note to thank him when he got home.



And beside the chisels… a bag of agates. Another surprise from Dad. Her next exam was polishing opals, and while agates weren’t as fragile, she could practice her cuts on them. Similar enough.



She grabbed the tools and stones, and spread them out on her end of the workbench, then held one of the agates under a magnifier in her magic. She rotated it until the light caught it just right, and… there! A few imperfections, running parallel to each other. She turned the chisel’s blade to align with them, felt around with a hoof for the small half-ounce hammer, and gave the chisel a soft tap.



Nothing.



A little harder, and—stupid, stupid, stupid! The stone shattered into a dozen pieces. Align the blade and the direction!



So she examined the largest fragment, made sure to check the grain on both sides, then tried a happy medium with her hammer. Three taps later, and she had a nice face exposed! A little curvy, but not abnormally so—she could polish it out later, if she needed.



Dad would be proud of her, but… obviously a broken piece, so he’d know she screwed up the first try. She wouldn’t leave this one out for him to see, then… another one, and she’d quickly—



“Lucky Strike!” a filly yelled before Lucky even registered the tinkling bell from the storefront.



“I told you not to barge in like that when I’m trying to work!” she shot back, but Sugar Beet danced around like she’d gotten into an anthill or something, her namesake cutie mark bobbing about on her dark gray coat. No way Lucky would get anything done now.



With a sigh, she turned off the worklight and put her tools down. “What is it?” she groaned.



“Did ya hear?” Sugar said through her panting. “Griffons in the mountain passes, not lettin’ anypony by! There’s even been a few fights!”



Griffons? They’d hear of one sneaking through the woods sometimes, but nothing out in the open, and no confrontations. Not a lot of Royal Guard out here, but the griffons had never really caused any trouble, either, so ponies just kind of looked the other way when one passed through, often with something furry barely visible under their wings.



“Who? What did they do?”



“I dunno,” Sugar replied, “but Spruce said the supply run comin’ from Canterlot got stopped, and when the ponies tried to push through, the griffons turned over the wagon, spillin’ everything all over!” She sucked in a gulp of air and caught her breath for a second. “Stomped on it all, too, kicked it into the river. Said if they were gonna make trouble, they couldn’t even take it back with ’em.”



That didn’t even make sense! “His brother’s a Royal Guard, right? What’d he say?”



Sugar plopped into a chair and eyed the open bag of granola on the coffee table. Lucky waved a hoof at it and nodded, so Sugar reached in for a hoofful. “Only thing the griffons let through was a letter from Canterlot,” she mumbled, “and the pony carryin’ it. Bronze Patina, one of the no-kiddin’, guards-the-Princesses types, I think. He’s gonna read it in the town square in fifteen—” she glanced at the clock “—ten minutes. You gotta come!”



Lucky twisted her mouth and looked at the clock herself while Sugar dug into the granola again. This couldn’t bode well.








“What’s a siege?” Morning Bell said as he walked alongside Sugar Beet and Lucky Strike.



“Like…” Lucky rolled her eyes up at the sky and squinted. “Basically, we’re not going anywhere. And nopony else is coming here.”



“Oh…”



Sugar furrowed her brow. “How are we gonna get any food?”



“That’s kind of the point,” Lucky answered. “We have whatever’s stored, plus the few gardens in town. That’s it.” She let them into her family’s shop, and they all flopped onto the couch in the side room. When would their parents get home? Should be them explaining this stuff to their kids, especially ones this little. Beet was eight, and Bell only five—no cutie mark on his gleaming white coat. All three of them with brown manes, too. Seemed to run in the family, even her little earth pony cousins there.



Sugar Beet raised an eyebrow. “I thought that was a blockade. Isn’t a siege—?”



Across the street, a cannonball tore through the apartment above the pharmacy, and a rain of splintered wood pelted the front window. Bell shrieked and dove under the coffee table, and Sugar peered over the back of the couch.



“You two!” Lucky barked. “Under the workbench! It’s heavy and sturdy. Now!” They scrambled to obey, and another boom sounded as a shot crashed into the post office. Lucky knelt down and pressed her nose to Sugar’s. “You watch after Bell. You hear me? Keep him here, and don’t let him out of your sight. Got it?”



“Y-yes!” she answered, tears already trickling down her face. “M-Mom?”



Lucky set her jaw and looked outside. Already, the few unicorns who knew shield spells were piecing one together in fits and starts, but half of the glowing panes immediately got smashed by incoming shells. She had to help. She couldn’t cast a shield, but any unicorn could reinforce one just by adding her magic. “I’ll find her. I have to go. They’ll need unicorns.” Halfway to the door, Lucky stopped. “You stay here,” she said again, before dashing out. The shouting in the street almost drowned out the whimper behind her.








“Why do you have to go out, Dad?” Lucky said, tugging at his saddlebags. She’d already wiped away all the tears before she came upstairs, or at least tried.



“Not much call for jewelry in battle, is there?” Sapphire Facet tousled her mane. “I have to do my part somehow.”





Lucky choked down what threatened to escape from her throat. “You-you can help keep the shields up.” She couldn’t stop her voice from shaking.



He nodded and threw a cloak over his back. “I take my shifts at it. But my dark color makes me a good night scout, and we need to know what’s happening out there and keep supplies coming in.”



She’d seen too many of the day scouts come back with horrible wounds… if they came back at all. The night scouts fared a little better. A little.



“Why don’t you go over to Sugar Beet’s house? Her mom is doing an inventory and could use some help. Morning Bell will be there, too.” He winced as another explosion sounded somewhere overhead. The griffons just would not let up, probing for the little cracks that’d appear here and there in the shields. And to keep them from getting any sleep. The shields muffled it a little, but not nearly enough.



Lucky could only nod, but as Facet started toward the stairs, she tugged at his saddlebag one last time and pulled him into a hug. She held onto him for a long time. He’d come back. He would.



And then he was gone. One great big silence, punctuated by the occasional explosion. She might as well do as Dad had asked. Aunt Ginger didn’t need to mind the store and the kids at the same time, and Lucky had a shift at recharging shields just after midnight. It’d help keep her from nodding off until then, into one of those half-hour naps that left her feeling even more tired.



On her way down the street, she gazed up at the pearly iridescence in the sky keeping them safe. It shrunk for just a moment, back to the old stone gatehouse, to let the scouts through. To let her father through.



One of the covered outdoor market stalls had been converted to a triage center for the wounded, but… she couldn’t look. She owed it to them to see, to acknowledge… but she couldn’t. She’d seen enough that first night, from all the traps the griffons had set. They sure knew how to design them for big prey, and weeks ago, when the first couple of casualties had returned with those awful bear traps clamped on…



She couldn’t look, and she pinned her ears back to shut out as many of their cries and groans as she could.



The soft glow of firefly lamps permeated her aunt’s market when she pushed the door open, and it took a minute for her mind to filter back in from the numbness. They didn’t have the luxury of electric lighting right now, and supermarkets just didn’t have fireplaces. “How’re we gonna make money if we give this all away?” Sugar asked from one of the far aisles.



“It’s our contribution,” Aunt Ginger replied. “Besides, what good would it do to have all this rot on the shelves while ponies starved outside? They don’t have any money to use, anyway.” She dumped a pile of canned spinach on the floor and started doling it out into small boxes that already had bars of soap, packets of crackers, fresh fruit… whatever she could divide up, especially anything that would go bad soon.



“Oh!” Ginger said, and jerked a hoof to her chest. “Lucky, you scared me half to death!”



“I’m sorry.” Lucky grabbed a clipboard off the counter. Every family, written out in detail, with notations for who had special needs for medicine, food allergies, whatever. Lucky snorted out a small laugh. Nopony could rally the community quite like Aunt Ginger.



Sugar and Bell poked their heads around the ends of one of the shelves. “Lucky’s here!” And of course they came bounding over and practically tackled her.



She struggled under their weight, became hopelessly overwhelmed by their assault, then miraculously broke free. “You’ll have to do better than that to subdue the Mane-iac!” she crowed, tossing the clipboard back on the desk.



Ginger giggled and mouthed a silent thank-you. Then another boom outside. The kids hardly reacted anymore. Only a couple weeks, and… it didn’t bother them. In other ways, yeah, but the cannon shots… so destructive, and they just accepted it as part of their lives now.



“Do you know if Taffy had her foal yet?” Ginger asked before Lucky could get too lost in eluding her pursuers.



“Um… I think so? Pegasus, right? Kind of a light purple?”



Ginger nodded quickly. “Right. You’re right. I need to give them a bigger ration of milk.” All business and smiles. She hid it well. At least her husband was a medic. He’d stay pretty safe here, tending to the wounded, inside the shields.



But justice waits for nopony, and the Power Ponies soon had their quarry on the run again, through the narrow streets of crumbling buildings, and for an hour or two, Lucky could imagine the shouts outside coming from concerned citizens cheering their heroes on.



Soon enough, the time came for her to do her duty. Her next duty, anyway. With a wave to Ginger, her bare shelves, and her endless array of boxes spread out around her, Lucky strode out to relieve her evening-shift counterpart at shield station nine.








Only a few months until Lucky Strike should have graduated. And while they’d combined all the classes into one for efficiency’s sake, it wouldn’t count. She’d have to wait another year, if there was another year.



Five months of this now, and they’d lost almost three dozen scouts and probably seventeen of the pegasi who guarded the gate. And Dad… He’d make it, thank goodness, but when he came back that night with a dart embedded deep in his shoulder… a poison dart, one designed to act slowly, sap morale, tax medical supplies. His fever had finally broken after three days, and he’d make it, one of only three or four who could say so. But how long until he was pressed into service again? And who used weapons like that? Cruel weapons.



Of course, the teacher—Morning Bell’s mother, Honeybee—couldn’t do much more than keep the kids occupied or arrange for them to work in small groups. Mostly, she read them stories or had them play games. So once again, they had one of their open discussions. Bell had edged toward doing so a little more each day, and he finally asked: “Why won’t Princess Celestia help us?”



Honeybee immediately turned for the copy of the letter she always had handy. The letter, the one that had come from Canterlot right before all hell had broken lose. And like a brainwashed cult member, she said, “Let’s see what the scroll says about that.”



Damn that thing. Honeybee understood it as well as anypony else, but when forced to live it, understanding didn’t count for much anymore. “Princess Celestia doesn’t wish to hurt anyone, griffon or pony. She hopes that we can resolve all this peacefully. The griffons love their children just as much as we do, and the individual soldiers are not our enemy. Each one killed is a tragedy, and we must minimize that as much as possible, even if it means enduring larger losses within Equestria. That means either taking military action or breaking the blockade.”



Easy to say. Lucky would do the same thing if she were sitting in Canterlot, calling the shots. But with friends, neighbors, family bleeding, some already in the ground… And over some damned rabbits!?



She’d toss bucketloads of the stupid things over the wall, kill them herself, if it would make the griffons go away, if it would make all this stop. She’d do anything. And she’d hate herself for it, if she hadn’t already started.



“We can’t change who we are,” Lucky said. Out loud, probably, since everypony was looking at her. And their eyes stabbed a thousand arguments at her. “Yes, we can. We should. They made us. It’s about survival now.” “We already have. It’s too late.” “We have to. We’re the ones who let this happen. Our suffering is our own fault.”



Another bombshell sounded in the silence.



Lucky stood and walked to the window. Some discussion had started behind her again, but it wasn’t real school anymore. It didn’t matter. She should take some of the instant coffee she still had over to her dad and see if she could move him back to the house. He’d feel better on his couch than on some straw pallet.



Off in the distance, a flash of white. A griffon, peeking out from the trees. Probably a forward observer, directing the artillery. A year ago, none of those terms would have meant anything to her. But now that feathered head, peering at her with no more regard than it would for one of those damned rabbits that it would love to tear to bloody shreds. He even looked happy. Could she really see a smile from this distance? Sure she could. Laughing over there. How many more dead today?



She understood him. She understood completely. She understood Celestia, too. And she hated them both. She hated them both utterly. And that was the difference between them. Maybe the griffons should win. They believed. And not a single one had died.



At least the Royal Guard had managed to set up a reliable smuggling route, or they would have run out of food long ago, something the griffons no doubt realized. So even that was in jeopardy, always changing, always trying to evade.



Her eyes came back into focus, but she couldn’t find the griffon face among the trees anymore. And all she could think of was wrapping her magic tighter and tighter around his throat until—



“The individual soldiers are not our enemy,” Honeybee said again, her voice in a monotone. She couldn’t even fake it for the kids anymore.



They’d lost. No matter who won, they’d lost.



Dark brown. Lucky’s own coat was dark brown. She might make a good night scout.








The sun rose before Lucky did. Long before. Something was different today.



Quiet. Nothing had woken her up. Dad, either. There he lay on the couch—



Late for her shift! Lucky jolted out of bed and yanked her saddlebags off the table, shoved her last granola bar in her mouth, and dashed off to shield station nine with a throat full of apologies for whomever she was supposed to relieve.



Through the shield… soldiers, ranks and ranks of them! Earth ponies with long pikes, pegasi with maces and wing blades, unicorns with all manner of projectiles: shrapnel, dynamite, hunks of flaming pitch. All stood at attention, waiting for the signal from their commander, a midnight blue… alicorn! Princess Luna!



Lucky’s knees shook. Was it… was it over? No damage to the countryside, no casualties near the shield or by the forest. No, it hadn’t even started yet.



She trembled and sank to her knees. Much of the shield had fallen, just from unicorns losing their concentration at the spectacle. Even from the village, all eyes watched the Princess of the Night, out in the full sun of day. And she looked back. Not off in the distance, not over the town in general. She stared straight at Lucky Strike, and without speaking, her voice still rang in Lucky’s head: “I do this for you.”



No. No! Luna jerked her head toward the ground, and a mass of razor-sharp, icy shards poured from the sky, tearing into the treeline. And from the sound of it, scoring quite a few hits on the griffon soldiers concealed there.



Then the Equestrian Army started forward, brandishing their weapons, and Luna settled behind the front line. Lucky stood next to her, out… outside the shield. How did she get out here? Had the Princess teleported her?



“Rest easy,” the Princess said. “This will end momentarily. Any griffons foolish enough to hold their ground will be cut down.” She stared straight ahead. Who was she talking to?



“They will pay for what they have done,” she continued. “ No longer will we sit by and watch.”



Lucky glanced back toward town. Everypony, crowded behind the crumbling stone gate, the shield forgotten. All wearing eager smiles, some taking up their own weapons and charging out. Except for a few. Honeybee, Ginger, and Sapphire Facet still waited by the gate, not cowering behind it, but waiting, as if admiring a thunderstorm.



And out came Sugar Beet and Morning Bell, slowly, until they nuzzled up against Lucky’s side. “Please,” Lucky said, “stop this.”



“They have earned it.”



“Maybe. But I did, too. I’m worse than them.” Luna’s ear twitched, but she remained otherwise still as a statue. The army marched on, almost to the trees now. Lucky didn’t have much time. “We can’t change who we are,” she whispered. “I said that. But I should have said that we can’t change who we were. Not if we want to live with ourselves.”



Luna whirled about, her face only inches from Lucky’s. Tears streamed down the princess’s cheeks—Lucky had never seen her look anything but staid, regal… resolute. “And who are you?”



Lucky Strike coughed and gaped at her. “I-I…” She backed off from those eyes that might suck her into the night sky. Were Sugar and Bell still there? She… she couldn’t break off her gaze to see. “I don’t know. Somepony who wanted this and hates herself for it now.”



Sugar Beet, Morning Bell, still there. They huddled against her and stared up at her. When had she started crying? Standing there like a blubbering idiot. “Please stop this, Princess Luna. Make them go away, but don’t hurt them. If you do, I don’t think I’ll be somepony worth saving.”



She’d closed her eyes, but then she felt a hug. A big one around her neck, and a foal-sized one on each foreleg. “Then there is hope for you yet,” Luna whispered in her ear. “But it has to be your choice.”








Lucky Strike sat up in bed and shook. A rush of images flooded her mind: an ugly scar on Sapphire Facet’s shoulder, a leering griffon soldier in the distance, Honeybee trying to calm frightened children.



Quiet, though. Had she passed out? Was it over? Was she… dead?



Wait, how did she get in a bed? A hospital, maybe, or… a refugee camp. She couldn’t recall traveling, but if she’d gotten wounded in the attack, she might not remember anyway. Nothing hurt.



She rolled out of bed and crawled across the floor, then peeked over the windowsill. No flat valley near a river, no timber homes with thatched roofs, no forest looming nearby. Just a bunch of stone-block houses on a rocky slope. Something about this place…



Where did she put those stupid saddlebags? Probably under the bed. She reached out with her magic, but the bedskirt didn’t even budge. For some reason, she didn’t give it a second thought. Instead… the dirt path descending the hill! She-she knew it.



Down the stairs she dashed, and out the front door. Third house on the left. She ran up and pounded with the iron knocker. Maybe it wasn’t too late! Maybe she still had time!



“Sugar Beet!” she yelled toward one of the upstairs windows. A few pedestrians stopped and stared at her. “Sugar Beet, get out here! We have to go!”



A familiar face poked out and blinked at the view. Probably the same reaction Lucky’d had, but sure enough, Sugar gasped and soon bounded out of the house. “You remember where Morning Bell lives?” Lucky asked. Sugar nodded, but just stood there, rooted to the ground. So Lucky angled her head toward the base of the hill. “Well? Go get him! I’ll round up everypony else. We’ve got to go, or we’ll never make it in time!”



Sugar’s eyes widened. She knew. Just old enough that she could start to figure some things out, but this one had sunk in pretty quickly. She nodded and hurried down the hill, leaving a small cloud of dust behind her. And Lucky moved on to the next house. She remembered some names, some appearances, but she didn’t know everypony in town. She’d have to try every house, every door, until she’d gotten enough of them.



Together, they could stop this from happening.








Lucky Strike hushed all the children following her and peered over a boulder, right where the mountain pass opened up into the valley. There, in the distance, a pearly shield covered a small town, and two armies, massed against each other. None of them watching the pass anymore. No need.



Around the town, ponies, but… carrying mostly steel shields. Few weapons, and even those were ones designed to prevent charges, like a squad of earth ponies with pikes braced in the dirt. Pegasi with nets and bolas, unicorns with… nothing. All defensive measures. On the other side, griffons in full armor with wicked lances and arbalests, long sabers, cannons.



She searched the crowd of them, but she couldn’t make out individuals under those helmets, most with the face guards down. If she could find that one, whom she’d seen… however long ago it was. The face in the trees, smirking, glad of the ponies dying inside, that she’d bash in, over and over again with Dad’s sledge, if she could. But she never found him. Probably for the best, or it might have undone everything that had happened. The bile rose in her throat, but she fought it down. She had to, for them, the children. They hadn’t seen what she did.



In the open space between the forces, two smaller groups stood, within shouting distance of each other. On one side, three griffons, and on the other, a snow-white alicorn, by herself. None of them looked happy.



“C’mon,” Lucky said in a harsh whisper. “No matter what happens, stay by me and follow my lead.”



The griffons had already walked halfway back to their line, and by the time Lucky and the other children had run out into the field, none of them could stop her. None of them except the alicorn—Princess Celestia, presumably, though Lucky had never met her—who only stood and watched, a strange smile on her face. Lucky had only seen its kind once before, a few weeks back, when she’d told Dad she wanted to be a night scout, and he’d… stood up straighter at the compliment while still flinching as if stabbed.



As they’d discussed on the way, all the children with Luck spread out, forming a line between the armies. Half faced the pony settlement, the other half, the griffons. Lucky herself stared at the three griffon leaders, though she did sneak a look over her shoulder at the old stone gate. Where was Sapphire Facet? Where was Aunt Ginger, Honeybee?



She didn’t have time to search for them.



Those three griffins stared at her like she had three heads growing from her neck. “We won’t let you go through with this!” Lucky shouted. “If you’re going to kill each other, you’ll have to go through us.”



Princess Celestia knelt in the grass.



And the griffon in the center… he finally found his voice. “Stop this immediately!” He pointed a wing at her and beckoned fiercely with a claw. “I don’t know who put you up to this, but it ends here!”



“I put myself up to this!” she shot back. “We’ve seen what happens here, all of us—” she flicked a foreleg down the queue of children “—and we can keep it from happening.”



She shook her head, like… like a memory was trying to claw its way out. “We had a vision. We won’t let it come true.”



“You come over here right now, and we’ll discuss this when we get home!”



Home…? She stared at the ground, then glanced back at the village again. Home…



The griffon’s voice rose to a shriek. “Gisele Goldschmidt, you will obey me, this instant!”



The claw in her head—on her head—tightened its grip. Gisele.



“My name is Lucky Strike,” she mumbled. The children all watched her, waited. Waited for her to do something. “My father is Sapphire Facet. He’s a jeweler in town. I got my cutie mark while helping him.” She brushed her talon over the brown fur near her rump. “See?”



“What’s goin’ on?” Sugar Beet whispered. “What are they sayin’?”



Another of the three griffons stepped out, a female in a very fancy uniform. “Greta? Please. Please come home.”



Sugar’s eyes glimmered. “She doesn’t mean it, does she, Lucky? I-I don’t know…”



“Greta Kaufmann! Please!” the lady griffon said.



“She’s Sugar Beet!” Lucky snapped. Then she hugged Bell to her. “M-Morning… Morning Bell.”



And of course the third griffon spoke up. “No. Gerhard Lehrer.” She reached a claw out. “Please, Gerhard. Come with me. I won’t be mad—I promise.”



Goldschmidt. Her father, a jeweler. Kaufmann—Sugar’s mom ran the market. And Lehrer. Bell’s mother, the teacher. She’d made it up. She’d made it all up, hadn’t she?



But all of them? Together? No, it meant something! Where was Princess Luna?



“Look at yourself,” her… her father said. Brown fur, white feathers. What’d even made her think she could levitate those saddlebags this morning? She didn’t have a horn.



“It doesn’t matter. We’re not moving.” The griffons wouldn’t dare come nearer. Not with the threat of those ponies so close, who could rush in and snatch their children away. And yet the ponies wouldn’t do that. As sure as she stood there on solid ground, she knew it. That was why she wouldn’t let the griffon army endanger the ponies. They didn’t deserve it.



Lucky… Gisele. Gisele locked eyes with Celestia. The Princess bowed her head and opened her mouth to say something, but she remained silent.



“What would you have us do, then, Princess?” Ambassador Goldschmidt barked. “Surrender?”



And finally the alicorn spoke, her voice like a cool stream. “Haven’t you learned anything from this? We do not want your surrender. We want you to leave us in peace.”



The ambassador looked to his colleagues, who did little more than shrug.



“Very well, but… how have you done this?” Ambassador Goldschmidt said, shaking his head. He slouched, all his bluster and pomposity gone.



“I told you. I have my sister back.”



He narrowed his eyes at her, but in the end, he could only stalk off, back to his army, back to his border, none the wiser. “Come,” he said over his shoulder.



Lucky Str—Gisele looked to Celestia. What had she meant about Luna? It… it didn’t matter though. Luna had said that it had to be her choice. And she’d made it. So if Celestia felt the ponies were safe and trusted him to honor his word…



The Princess nodded, but she wouldn’t look Gisele in the eye this time. Relieved. She must be relieved that everything had worked out for the best. Gisele wouldn’t let Luna down.



And she fell into step behind her father. The griffon children all followed.
      

      
   
      Name


      

      
      
         Medley looked at the form in front of her yet again, brushing her brown mane away from her magenta eyes. Did she really want to do this? Her parents gave her that name for a reason, it’s been a part of her for such long time. It was a promise, a wish. She shook her head. It was not time to have doubts, she had made the choice a long ago. She levitated the pen in front of her with her magic and reached to her memories to steel her resolve.



	A song was drifting through the house. It was not like the song her mother was singing to her when she was going to bed. It was not soft and slow. The way her mother’s voice sounded reminded her of the waterfall they were passing every day going to the Palace Park. Clear and powerful. The words of the song also were different from the ones she usually sang. 

	Medley walked up to the parents’ study and peeked through the door. Inside there were two unicorns. The stallion with dark blue, curly mane, purple eyes and pale blue coat was sitting behind a desk, a pen levitating over a sheet of paper in front of him. One the other side of the study, on a pedestal, stood a mare holding a hoof to her heart. She was the one singing. Her coat was pure white and her mane was the brown. The stallion was her father, Largo and the mare - her mother, Serenade.

	After a moment the song has ended. Serenade looked at Largo, smiling. He nodded, smiling back, and the pen in front of him dived to the paper and started furiously scribbling. Medley slowly retreated from the door to not to disturb them.



	Medley smiled at this memory. It was one of the first things she remembered from her childhood. Her parents were always so fond of classical music, it was their drive in life and the source of their joy. No wonder they wanted her daughter to experience it too. Pity she had disappointed them so.



	The room was full with scent of fir. The great tree was towering in the middle of the room; blue, yellow and red orbs of pure light hovering among the branches, paper chains wrapped around it. A pale blue star, like an eye of a windigo, glittered on its top. Four colorful boxes wrapped with ribbons laid under the tree - three big and one small.

	Medley trotted around the presents along with her brother, Scherzo, examining each of them. Her brother was three years older that her. His features were a mix of his parents’- his coat was white and his mane blue. He already got his cutie mark - a C clef. She envied him. If she had gotten one she would have been the first one in class. It would be awesome. 

	Scherzo inspected the presents for a moment, then dove under the tree. Medley followed his footsteps. Both were small enough to fit under the canopy. The needles prickled her skin through her coat and the smell of fir was almost overwhelming. She looked at the tags attached to the presents. She wasn’t very good at reading yet, but after a few whiles she was able locate her present and to levitate it from under the tree. The packet was narrow and quite long. It didn’t look like a plushie. She liked plushies.

	Scherzo has already opened his present. A new, foal-sized viola laid before him. He looked both happy and a little bit silly - a ribbon has twisted around his horn during unpacking. Medley was not very good with her magic yet but she was sure she will not repeat her brother’s mistake. She carefully used her kinesis spell to unwrap it. Her parents were looking expectantly at her as she did.

Inside there was something that looked like a little, colorful metal fence. And two sticks. 

	“It’s a... a xylophone, yes?” she asked her parents.

	“Yes.” her mother nodded, smiling.

	“Yay! I can finally play music too, like Sce!” Medley jumped up and down in joy.

	She concentrated, hovering one of the sticks over the keys and stuck it. It produced a nice, clear sound. She hit another one. The sound was different this time. After a few moments she was happily playing a chaotic melody. She was making music, just like her bro and mum and dad!

	After she finished she looked at her mother, beaming. “Music!” she proclaimed.

	“Yes, you are making music, dear.” Her mother answered, her eyes darting to her blank haunch. She looked both happy and disappointed, just like that one time when Medley has scribbled a picture of her whole family on the living room wall.



	“I really wish my Medley was just like your daughter Octavia...”	

	Medley froze next to the patio door, hearing her name and peeked through the glass window in the door. Outside, her mother and some gray-coated and gray-maned were talking, sipping tea from teacups. She recognized the mare as her mother’s friend, Limma. Limma played in the orchestra accompanying many of Serenade’s performances and they knew each other for many years. Her daughter Octavia was around her age and she visited to play with Medley and her brother from time to time. Medley didn’t really like her. She seemed full of herself.

	“What do you mean? You have a wonderful daughter. She is smart and kind. Everything you could ask from a child. And really, you wouldn’t, my dear. Octavia can be a pain in the haunch too. As all foals.” Limma smiled from over the teacup.

	“But... You know. Her brother didn’t take long for his talent to show. Your Tavi has got her cutie mark so fast! She was first in class! I remember how excited you were when it happened. And Medley...” sighed Serenade.

	“Well, sometimes it takes some time for a cutie mark to show. I’ve been quite late with mine. But hey, it does not matter when your talent comes, it’s what you do with it. You remember Pinky Hook? Such a great trumpeter, now plays in some shady clubs in Manehattan.” Limma shook her head somberly.

	“I know, but... ah. We are doing the best we can, trying to get her know different instruments. I’ve been trying to teach her to sing and my Largo how to compose music... She plays instruments and sings just well, but it all just lacks... Soul? It seems that in spite of our best efforts she is unable to find her calling. And I am afraid that if he won’t find one soon she will be bullied by the other foals in school. You know how cruel they can be for cutie markless...”

	“Maybe her talent is not music?”

	“Maybe, but I do not think how could I help her then. And I have a gut feeling that her talent is musical. It's just that...”

	“I am sure all will end well, my dear. And you know, you should come to one of Octavia’s recitals. You would love them. And we should get Scherzo and maybe some other of their foal friends from the music school and start a quartet! I am sure it will do them good to start to learn playing with others...”

	All that time Medley stood in front of the door, listening to all it all. She understood. She also felt disappointed in her inability to get a cutie mark. And it seemed that there was nothing she could do about this, too. 



	Medley sighed. She was sitting in the practice room, where her father was often checking the sounds of different instruments he was going to use in his operas and where her brother practiced his viola. It seemed that she had gone through the whole catalog of the musical instruments. Her parents have made her tried to play piano and viola, triangle and castanets, flute and oboe... And many more musical instruments from all corners of Equestria. The worst part was that she could feel the music in herself. The rhythm, the notes... But all the instruments she played sounded wrong, it seemed that she has no voice for singing and music writing just seemed so boring to her.

	Her father said that there was yet another instrument, brought her from far away lands for her to test. Maybe it was the reason she could not find her calling yet? That the source of the musical talent came from faraway, magical land? 

	She looked at the instrument itself, which stood in the corner of the room. It looked really simple. A bent piece of wood and two pieces of string with a box at the end. Father called it “erhu”. She took it into her hooves, grabbing the bow laying next to it and started playing. It was easy; all instruments seemed to work similarly after some time. She tried a few of the basic notes. It produced simple, mournful tones she quite liked. She tried playing some of the simple songs used like “Moon’s Lullaby”, hoping that something will click, but nothing happened yet again. The notes she played were empty, devoid of soul. Empty. Blank. Just like her.

	She wished she had had enough strength to snap the instrument in half. 



	Medley’s quill scribbled, carefully writing the letters in the brackets. It took much longer than she thought - it was just she was still hesitating all the time. Her parents did their best to help her, why should she discard the things they wanted so easily? But there was also another reason she wanted to change it, this one brighter. 



	“So, do you want to go to the Golden Chance’s cute-ceañera party or not?”

	Medley blinked in surprise, still not believing what she heard. In front of her stood one of the most popular ponies in her school. She was pretty sure her name was Ruby-Something. And she was talking to her. She never got to know them very well, they seemed to stick to the chosen group of the “cool” friends since the beginning of the year. 

	“Why is he inviting a blank flank like me?”

	“It’s Goldie who’s inviting you, not us. Ask him.”

	“You are not pranking me, are you?”

	Ruby shook her head. “Guess he pities you or something. So, are you coming? He says it’s going to be a more like a big pony party since it’s his cute-ceañera. There will be dancing and even cider!” Ruby looked really excited about the cider part.

	It was not a tough decision. It was either going to the party and her some ponies laughing at her for coming or laughing at her for not coming. And whatever she did they were still laughing at her lack of cutie mark. The answer was simple.



	Medley have heard some of the more modern music from time to time, but she never hear it like this. All around her ponies danced to the rhythm of ever-changing melody and light. That music seemed so much more alive than the one her parents were creating. It was stitched from tunes she knew, but in a way it created something new. And from what it seemed it all was controlled by a single pony, sitting in front of some weird table with many knobs and buttons. 

	And then she knew what she was searching for. 



	Medley looked at the completed form, double checking every bracket. She then she walked up to the office, carrying the document with her. The clerk, a brown-coated middle-aged earth pony greeted her with a smile. “We do not get many single ponies here. What can I do for you, miss?”

	“I...” Medley hestiated for a moment. “I would like to change my name. I have the form with me.” She handed it out to the clerk.

	He studied the document for a while. “Are you from that Recital family?”

	Medley blushed. “Yes.”

	“I’ve been to Lost Princess with my wife last weekend. She loved it.”

	“My father is proud of it. La luna sorge....” she sang the opening of aria quietly.

	“Would you mind I asked why you would like to change your name? Most of the ponies want to change it because it does not fit their cutie mark. Yours seems to fit it perfectly.” he nodded at the image of a double note at her haunch. 

	“It... Just doesn’t fit me. Or my family.”

	“So, Miss 'Vinyl Scratch' from now on it is?”

	It felt weird having this said by somepony, but she nodded. “Yes.”
      

      
   
      The Clarity of Darkness


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle and Applejack floated next to each other in the deep, deep darkness of night.



"Consarn it, Twilight! I told you not to come after me," said Applejack, the anger in her voice apparent despite transmission static. "Why'd you have to go and do this thing?"



It was difficult to see clearly through two helmet faceplates, even up close. Each helmet had a dim light inside it which illuminated the muzzle area, and that helped a little. It had been Rarity's idea, of course. The interior light plus the pinpricks of starlight bent by the glass created a mesmerizing effect. It looked to Twilight Sparkle like Applejack's face was covered in a spray of tiny, drifting disco lights. This made it hard to make out her expression, but Twilight could still see that her friend was sadder than she was angry.



"I had to try," Twilight said firmly, "and I'd do it again in a heartbeat."



"Then you're a dang fool," said Applejack, frowning. She reached out and forcefully shoved her friend's suit in the barrel with two thickly-gloved forehooves.



"No!" Twilight shouted. She quickly reached out and grabbed one of Applejack's hooves. The suits made manual grip clumsy, but Twilight used her telekinetic magic to boost the connection. The pair twisted in place and bumped off of one another a few times before before reaching equilibrium.



Applejack sighed. "Fine. Look, I weren't gonna run away, sugarcube. I'm just upset that now we're both about to kick the proverbial bucket."



Twilight shook her head, which didn't shift her helmet. It was oversized to accommodate her horn, and was attached to her vacsuit by a rigid seal at the neck. "You don't understand, AJ," her voice crackled over the phono. "The deep sky isn't like swimming or flying. You can't go places by moving your body, no matter how hard you try."



"Well, that would explain why all the buckin' I did wasn't gettin' me anywhere," Applejack admitted, then tilted her shoulders back to look toward the little metal vessel in the distance. "Skyship's lookin' mighty tiny from here. It's just gonna keep floatin' away like that, I guess?" she asked.



"Not precisely. I think our skyship's in a stable orbit. It'll be circling us for millennia, probably," said Twilight. "But you're right, we can't make it back."



"Not even with magic or teleportation?" asked Applejack, her voice hopeful.



"Not even. The problem is that we're accelerating away from it much faster than I can counteract with magic or thrusters," Twilight explained. "Shoot. Maybe we should have brought more ponies on the mission than just the two of us."



"Nah, 'cause then we'd all be doomed. It's better bein' just us two. Actually, it'd be better still if it was just me, you stubborn horse. I'm so mad I could spit, but my helmet would get gooey," said Applejack.



"I'm sorry, Applejack," said Twilight, mournfully. It was difficult for Applejack to make out Twilight's voice, since she spoke softly with her head dipped away from the phonocrystal.



"I know, hon. I know," sighed Applejack.



"It's just... I'd almost rather die than watch you go in there alone," said Twilight.



"Er, wait—in where now?" asked Applejack.



Twilight motioned in the direction of their tails. Applejack looked down between their suits. At first, she saw nothing. But then she studied the dark sky harder, and saw even more nothing: a little circle of nothing, to be precise, surrounded by a curious halo of smeared light.



"Beggin' your pardon, Twi, but could you kindly tell me what that little inkblot is?" said Applejack, the tension rising in her voice.



"It's called a black hole," said Twilight, "and we might be the first ponies ever to see one in person. Black holes are surrounded by an accretion disc, which is a bunch of swirling matter getting sucked in, like water going down a drain in slow motion. Except this one doesn't have a disc, which should be impossible. Very odd. But it's definitely a black hole."



"Ain't all that light smeared up against the sides of the little hole-punch your disc?" asked Applejack.



"Oh, no. That's an optical illusion. Black holes have gravity—you know, the stuff that holds you down to earth—but it's so strong that nothing can ever escape, not even light. So light that gets too close to it gets bent," said Twilight, using her best lecturing voice. "Some of the light near the edge comes from behind us, even. Just not directly behind us."



Applejack and Twilight Sparkle held tightly to each other's hooves. The phonos weren't sensitive enough to pick up on breathing unless you sighed heavily or blew on them, so an awkward silence developed until Applejack finally said something.



"Um, pardon me for pointin' out the obvious, Twilight, but I think that thing might be gettin' bigger."



Twilight Sparkle sighed loudly enough for the phono to catch. "I know, AJ. That's why we can't make it back to our ship. We're getting closer, because it's pulling us in."



"And, might I ask what that means for us?" asked Applejack. "I wasn't exactly lookin' forward to suffocatin' to death with my best friend so far up in the sky I can't even see earth no more, but I'm gonna hazard from your expression that this ain't a good thing neither."



"Well, it means we'll probably die in there instead of out here," said Twilight. "I might have been able to provide us with fresh air and water using magic, so we might have starved to death instead of suffocated. That's not much fun either, but at least we'd have more time together."



"So you're tellin' me that somethin' about that there black hole is what's gonna kill us," said Applejack.



"It is," she replied. "It will probably be a quick death, but it depends on which of two competing theories is correct. In a way, this is kind of fascinating!" said Twilight Sparkle, with a bright smile. "Oh Stars below, that was insensitive, wasn't it? Applejack, I am so sorry."



Applejack laughed and smiled in return. "It's okay, hon. It's just nice to see you smile, even if it's through a couple panes of curved glass. You love ideas so much you just light up a whole room every time you find somethin' new to explore," said Applejack, with a gentle squeeze to Twilight's hoof.



Twilight Sparkle hoped those two panes of curved glass were enough to mask a blush.



"Anyway, I'd like to hear more about it," continued Applejack. "I like learnin' more than most ponies think. It'll give us somethin' to do before we go down the drain, so to speak."



"Sure. It's kind of complicated, but basically, a black hole is like... well, it's a lot like the hole-punch analogy you used. Think of it like a hole punched in spacetime itself," Twilight explained. "All of our theories break down at the event horizon, unfortunately. That's the point of the hole past which not even light can escape."



"Hmm. I take it that would be the rim of the thing," said Applejack.



Twilight smiled again. "Surprisingly, it isn't. The gravity of the black hole is playing an optical illusion on us. The real event horizon is only two-thirds the size of the one you can see," she said. "The apparent horizon that you can see is called the photon sphere. There's some illusion going on there too, because that fake horizon will seem to inflate once we get really close to it."



Applejack looked down between their bodies. The hole appeared significantly larger now. It looked like they were standing on a black circle together.



"It's pretty," noticed Applejack.



"Yeah, it really is," said Twilight. "Anyway, you'll know we hit the photon sphere when exactly half the sky has gone black. There might be a tiny flash of light, but I don't expect it will be any brighter than the halo."



"So we only got, what, a few minutes, maybe?" said Applejack.



Twilight nodded. Applejack could see that her friend was holding back tears, so she reached around Twilight with a strong hug.



"I'm sorry it had to end like this," Twilight said, sniffling. "Your family..."



"They're strong, sugarplum," said Applejack. "I'd give anything to see Apple Bloom one last time, though. That filly reminds me so much of her mother."



"We've had pretty full lives for being so young," said Twilight. "I wouldn't change a thing. Well, except the falling into a black hole part, of course."



"So what's it gonna be like? Will it hurt much?" asked Applejack. "I ain't afraid, but I want to know what to expect, I guess."



"Do you mean death in general, or this particular kind of death?" Twilight responded.



Applejack shrugged, though it didn't show through the suit. "Both, I reckon."



"I guess I'll start with the black hole, but the short answer is we don't really know for sure. Physics and relativity disagree, but the one thing they do agree on is that it's impossible to see anything enter the event horizon from outside the photon sphere," said Twilight. "Since gravity is just like acceleration, matter hitting the event horizon is like matter going lightspeed, which is impossible. We can see it smearing up against the event horizon, getting closer and closer, but it never really enters."



"Weird. Won't we see ourselves enter?" asked Applejack.



"Maybe. It depends on whether relativity or particle physics is correct. Even though there's no accretion disc, I think this is a supermassive black hole. By the laws of relativity, we should slip right through the event horizon as though nothing special had happened. If that's true, we'll die when we get ripped apart by the tidal forces, much closer to the singularity. It will probably hurt. Gravity there pulls so hard it eventually stretches you out like spaghetti."



"Well, shoot. I'm about to die, and now I'm hungry too," winked Applejack.



Twilight giggled. "On the other hoof, particle physics says that black holes decay. This doesn't happen until after all the stars in the sky are gone, untold eons in the future," she explained. "But those eons will pass as we approach the event horizon. As we enter it, we'll be a part of the decay process, so it will be like hitting a wall of disintegration. It's a much faster death, and it's what I predict will happen to us."



"You know what, Twilight Sparkle?" said Applejack. "I really wish we'd spent more time together. You're so much fun to be around, even when I can't make a lick of sense about what you're sayin'. Which is about half the time, give or take."



"I love you too," Twilight said instinctively. Her eyes lit up in surprise. "I mean, um, as a friend, of course," she corrected herself.



Applejack smiled. "Of course."



"Oh, I didn't answer the big question yet. When we die, we'll end up somewhere else. There are a lot of possible transitions, but whatever life each of us goes to, it's not likely to be anything as great as this one has been," Twilight sighed. "I feel like so many opportunities have passed me by, even as amazing as our adventures and friendships have been."



"Yeah, me too. Moon, that hole's gettin' mighty big," said Applejack. Twilight looked to the side. It looked like they were standing on a black sphere larger than a mountain, with more and more of the sky being swallowed.



"Wow, yeah. I guess it's not long now," said Twilight.



"Um, Twilight?"



"Yes?"



"Any chance we might, um, end up together, wherever we go? You don't have a spell up your sleeve there to make that happen?" Applejack chuckled nervously.



"I'm sorry AJ. It's pretty much impossible. The best thing to do is try to think happy thoughts, and remember what you love. Good things. Expect only the best. Think about all the things you think you most want to see again," said Twilight. "You'll probably wake up in a dream somewhere, or maybe from somepony's daydream, or maybe as a very young foal. But you won't remember much about these events, and that memory will likely fade moments later."



"Ah, darnit. I was kind of hoping we could, y'know, wake up together like this was some kind of bad dream we had together," said Applejack.



Twilight grinned. "That would be great. Although waking up in bed together would be, well, kind of weird," she said.



"I stand by what I said," Applejack asserted, with a soft smile.



"Oh," Twilight blurted right into the phonocrystal, the confusion in her voice apparent. "Well, yes, that would be great. Actually, it could even be possible if there were some logical reason for us to be in a wacky dream together."



"Hmm. A spell, maybe?" said Applejack.



"No dice. No spell I know of, anyway. Memories like these are far too detailed..." Twilight pondered.



Applejack scrunched up her muzzle in thought. "Well, Zecora's potion gave you some pretty fancy visions, didn't it?"



"Oh, that's true! But all the mission details, it couldn't create any of those..." said Twilight. A little flash of light struck both ponies. Exactly half of the sky had been gobbled.



"Photon thingie. Looks like the hole's eating the rest of the sky now, in reverse," noted Applejack. "Twilight, as much as I don't want you to die, thank you for bein' here with me. This is scary, but beautiful. Without you, it'd just be scary and lonely."



Twilight sniffled over the phono, a tear breaking loose. "I wouldn't have it any other way," she said. "We have at least until the sky eats everything. That moment is when we hit the event horizon."



"Alright then. But, um, back on the subject, you were talkin' about the mission details. Like how we were s'posed to go..." said Applejack.



"WAIT!" shouted Twilight, wide-eyed. "Don't say anything about the mission!"



"Beggin' your pardon?"



"We might have an outside chance of getting out of her. But colt, is it ever a long shot," Twilight said.



"I'm all ears, Twi," said Applejack.



"If I remove all of our memories about the mission, then the Twilight Sparkle and Applejack that end up without those memories might never have actually had them in the first place," said Twilight Sparkle. "So, maybe this could end up being some shared hallucination. But it would only work if somepony had a reason to do this to us. Who do we know that would torture us like this? It's not Discord's style..."



Applejack groaned. "Apple Bloom."



"What?" said Twilight.



"It makes perfect sense, Twilight. She's always talkin' about me gettin' a special somepony, and this is exactly the kind of stuff she and her friends would pull," said Applejack. "Plus, she knows Zecora. Now, I don't think it's likely, but still..."



"But... we're both mares, Applejack," said Twilight Sparkle.



"I know, sugarcube. But sometimes that is a thing that can actually happen," Applejack said, gently.



"Weird. Well, I guess it's something. Just don't say anything about the mission because that would ruin it," said Twilight.



"Course not, but Twilight, how does that help us? We're still the ones who're here for a valid reason," said Applejack. "I mean, I'm not sayin', but I know that reason right now in my head. Erasing our memories of the reason ain't gonna turn us into the ponies who were havin' some kind of hallucination. I guess we won't know for sure we're gonna be doomed, at least. Except maybe for this conversation, but I'm assumin' that'd be fake too."



Twilight shook her head within her helmet. "That's not quite how it works. When our memories disappear, we'll have as much of a chance of having been those ponies as being the ponies we know we are now—please, trust me AJ," said Twilight.



Applejack grinned wider than an open barn door. "Sugar, that's the easiest thing you ever done asked me to do."



"I just need your permiss—"



"Do it," barked Applejack. Looking up, all that remained of the sky was a shrinking circle of stars surrounded by a beautiful halo of light.



Twilight cast the spell.



Twilight and Applejack shuddered, looking around in the inky blackness as they regained their bearings. The circle overhead was small and bright.



"I guess it worked. That's the best chance we've got," said Twilight. "Hold on tight. And even if this doesn't work out, we'll see each other again eventually. Just not until nearly forever passes, unfortunately."



"Wait up, now," said AJ, as she embraced her friend in a clumsy, suit-encumbered hug. "Maybe we could better our chances a tad more."



Twilight looked confused. "I don't understand," she admitted.



"Well, maybe we give my sister what she wants, Twi. Could you look into my eyes?" begged Applejack, her voice pained. Her face was so much clearer now without the star-speckled sky dancing across it. In the darkness surrounding them, nothing remained but two ponies separated by awkwardly-large deepsuits.



"Well, sure," said Twilight, staring through those panes of glass, and recognizing for perhaps the first time in her life just how beautiful the other pony was. "And AJ?"



"Yeah hon?" said Applejack, her eyes locked onto her friend's.



"Even if we don't wake up in Equestria, I'm really glad it ended like this," said Twilight.



"Me too, sugarcube. Me too," said Applejack.








Applejack and Twilight Sparkle groggily woke up together, lying on a couch in the middle of the library. Twilight lay smooshed beneath Applejack, the earth pony having at least three times her mass. Still, she mused, this was much less cramped than a singularity.



On an end table next to them sat two empty glasses streaked with cider suds, and behind that table stood Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.



"Did it work?" gasped Sweetie Belle.



Twilight held Applejack tightly in her hooves, and she openly cried.



"Oh, shoot. We're gonna be in it deep this time," moaned Apple Bloom, shaking her head. "Maybe Scoots was right after all..."



Applejack kissed Twilight Sparkle's tears away and nuzzled at her neck. "I thought we already taught you foals a lesson about doin' this sort of thing," she said, looking over at the pair. Tears ran down AJ's cheeks as well, but her expression was stern.



"We're sorry!" whined Sweetie Belle. "This wasn't like the other time! You two are like, I mean, everypony sees it except you," she defended. "I mean, come on!  This was a public service!"



"It's okay," gasped Twilight, wiping her eyes without letting go of Applejack. "I'm okay with this. I think I'm okay. I'm okay. This, this is okay."



Applejack shifted her weight to the side so Twilight could breathe. "The moment I stop cryin' and huggin' this here friend of mine, I'm calling Cookie and you two are both grounded. You hear me?" growled Applejack.



Then Applejack looked back down at Twilight's face, a silly smile crossed her muzzle, and she kissed her surprised friend square on the lips. Twilight's wings struggled against the couch beneath her, but her legs only held Applejack closer.



"Worth it!" whooped Sweetie Belle as she bounced in place, her face shining like the noontime Sun.



"Sure was! Heh, that actually went even better than expected," grinned Apple Bloom.



As the two fillies high-hoofed, the world around the mares faded to black until only two old friends remained. Twilight Sparkle and Applejack had succumbed to a force so strong, neither magic nor science could possibly pull them apart.
      

      
   
      River and Broken Bridge


      

      
      
         Your Highness, Princess Twilight Sparkle



My most humble greetings to you. It most certainly has been a while since I last spoke to you, all those years ago. One would perhaps suspect that you’d remember the name of Gallium, even now! No longer your old teacher in magical arts though, now deputy principal of the whole school! Second only to Sir Igneous, but he would rather chop his horn off than give up his position yet, as I’m sure you might recall from your own days here! 



Though I understand your studies under Princess Celestia continue - not to mention your exploits as both an Element and a Princess, of which I must say I am most proud of you - I ask if you could find time in your very busy schedule to assist in a matter that concerns both myself and the school at large.



You see last year we accepted a young unicorn with quite probably the best testing scores we’ve seen in years. And when he arrived, we could all see how gifted he was in magical application and control. Quite honestly, had he been in the same year as you, he might have given you a run for your money! He’s quite the remarkable student.



Sadly, the same cannot be said for the other areas of his education. I hope you don’t mind me saying Princess, but I saw first hand the struggles you yourself went through in attempting to make friends and act socially. I see the same in this young unicorn, only exaggerated to a much greater degree. He talks only to his teachers, he rarely spends any time not reading, and makes no effort to engage with his fellow pupils. They have responded in the predictable way, by taunting and provoking him when they think the teachers’ backs are turned. Should it continue, I fear the lad will snap, endangering his position here.



Princess Celestia too has seen his potential, and has graciously advised me to turn to you for your help. As a Princess of Friendship, she feels you are more than qualified to help him open his eyes to the wider world around him. I agree in this; we have both seen you be in that position yourself and pull through. And looking at the position you are in now, who knows what the lad might be capable of? Certainly he has the makings of a great unicorn somewhere inside of him.  



His name is River Run, and I can swiftly arrange for him and his mother to travel to Ponyville when is convenient for you if you agree. He might even be excited to meet you regardless. I know I would be! 



Eagerly awaiting your reply,



Ferny “Mister” Gallium

Assistant Principal of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns












Twilight’s ears twitched ever-so-slightly as she finally finished reading aloud the scroll. Spike recognised the automatic tic as one of Twilight’s nervous giveaways. 



“Huh…” he pondered as the unicorn deftly rolled the scroll back up with a swift spell. “What are you thinking?”



“Where do I begin…?” Twilight replied, a slight but noticeable shudder of an eyelid betraying her fading composure. “I mean it’s great to hear from Mr Gallium again but it’s been so long and so many things have happened-”



“Twilight.”



“-since then. And Celestia’s School always brings in talented unicorns so I can’t help wondering how this River is able to stand out. I don’t think I stood out that much when I attended as I was always studying! There were so many books after all and so little time to read them all-”



“Twilight!”



“Oh, yes? Oh, was I doing it again?”



“Yup,” Spike replied with a weary look. “Just keep it simple. Are you going to help this pony or not? I mean...do you even know if you can?”  



Twilight stopped, and regarded the scroll, going over her old teacher’s words in her head. It definitely seemed like the sort of thing Celestia would ask her to try, even now. But there was only one way to know just who this “River Run” was, and to even know if she was capable of supporting this young pony. 



“Spike, take a letter. A reply to Mister Gallium if you please.”



“You got it,” Spike said, already dashing away to grab the nearest quill. “You’ve got that look in your eyes again. Should I be worried?”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” Twilight replied, rolling her eyes. “I promise I won’t make this any more complicated than is necessary.”



“If I had a gemstone for every time I heard that…” Spike muttered quietly, but not quietly enough to prevent a magically-assisted pillow flung in his general direction. 








“Thank you for letting us use your classroom Miss Cheerliee. I know it’s the weekend, but still...”



“You are more than welcome Twilight. This pony you mentioned would be more comfortable in a familiar environment, yes?”



Twilight glanced over the classroom, hoping she had picked an ideal location. 



“That’s what Mr Gallium suggested. River and his mother should be here any minute actually.”



“Oh! Well then, I shan’t hang around! “Cheerliee said, a new-found spring in her step. “Let me know how it goes, okay?”



“I will,” Twilight replied, try to squash the bubblings of nervousness inside her. “You really think I can do this?”



“Twilight, I’ve seen for myself the way you handled yourself with the Crusaders. If you can make a connection with those rascals, you can get through to anypony.” 



“Ha...thanks. I’ll do what I can.” 



With a wave and a quick step, Cheerliee trotted out of the classroom, leaving Twilight alone with her thoughts. The neat lines of desks had been pushed back to the walls, and a large table instead stood in the centre. Twilight wandered over to the podium where her short stack of notes lay in efficient order. 



Hmm...should I stand here the whole time? That might be playing the teacher role a little too much, but I can’t just sit with him at the table straight away. That’s too forward...or is it? Maybe if I-



A concise rapping at the front door broke Twilight’s chain of inner-spiel. Summoning what remained of her courage, she strode towards it, trying to push back her worries with every step. At last she reached the door handle and tugged it, spilling in a wash of midday sunlight, and revealing two contrasting figures just over the threshold. 



The mother - an arctic blue coated unicorn with cropped, dark hair - smiled graciously upon seeing her, if somewhat wearily, perhaps from the trip down from Canterlot. In her shadow to the  left - the little prodigy known as River stood, apparently staring into space. He had his mother’s hair, but his coat had more of an azure tinge, not unlike Twilight’s own father. He wasn’t that much bigger than any of the Crusaders, but Twilight noticed his horn was slightly more pronounced, perhaps sharper at the tip than usual. A dark green scarf clung to his neck, swaying slightly in the breeze. 



“Hello!” Twilight greeted automatically. “I’m um...well, you must know who I am I’m sure. Hehe…” 



“Princess Twilight, it’s a real honour to meet you,” River’s mother said, bending forward in a slight curtsy. River in turn jerked and dipped his head. “I’m Olivia, River’s mother. And I guess you’ve heard a lot about this little guy already.” 



River ignored his mother’s glanced look and stared ahead once again, as if fascinated by the space behind Twilight. 



“More or less,” Twilight replied. “Oh, please, come inside.” 



The unicorn stepped back to allow the duo inside. River followed his mother to the step, and glanced quickly at his new surroundings, ostensibly avoiding anywhere near Twilight’s area. She took it as a sign of nervousness. 



“Why don’t you go ahead and sit down? The Princess will be with you shortly,” Olivia said. 



“Okay.” The little colt wasted no time in marching towards the centre of the room, leaving the two adults out of casual earshot. 



“He knows what today is about, even if he doesn’t show it,” Olivia began, staring after her son briefly before turning to Twilight. “He’s not...well...not your typical pony. After he learned to read he...seemed like he wanted to shut himself away, from everything.”



“How do you mean?” 



“He won’t look anypony in the eye, unless he forces himself to. Even with me usually. He’s also quite direct in what he says, so don’t be offended if he says anything strange. In his head he probably means it differently.”



“Okay,” Twilight nodded, unsure what exactly she could mean by that.



“That’s if you can get him talking at all!” Olivia chuckled slightly. “He’s not exactly a motor-mouth, but he’s so smart Princess. I’ve got his test scores right here if you want to see them?” 



“Oh, sure!” 



Olivia levitated a wound-up scroll from her bag, which Twilight grasped with her own magic. She wondered if the test held any similar questions to her own from years before. 



“Don’t be afraid to ask him about his magic either. He’ll show anypony that asks if there’s a reason behind it, but I think the kids at  school have made him think he’s a show-off.”



Faint memories of Trixie’s first visit to Ponyville crept into Twilight’s mind. Maybe there was more common ground between her and River than she’d previously thought.                   



“I’ll do my best, Miss Olivia. Princess Celestia trusted me to be a Princess of Friendship, and I’ve not turned down a challenge yet! You can even stay and watch if you want?”



“Oh no,” the unicorn smiled. “He made it quite clear before he wanted to do this alone. Besides, I’ve never visited Ponyville before. Might as well use this hour to look around.”



“Well, if you’re sure,” Twilight replied. “You should definitely visit Rarity’s Boutique, or Sugarcube Corner if you’re hungry.” 



“Ooooh, sounds lovely,” Olivia said, turning to leave. “Oh, one more thing. That scarf is like a comfort blanket to him. You’ll know he’s feeling uncomfortable if he starts rubbing it, like his own personal warning sign. Just so you know. See you soon!” And with a expeditious trot, she was gone, leaving the door to close with a gentle thud. 



Suddenly aware of her own beating heart, Twilight turned around. River had sat dutifully at the centre table, scanning the opposite wall at the kids’ drawings pinned up by Miss Cheerliee. Carrying the scroll with her, she walked to the podium. With only a brief flick of magic, the simple clasp was undone. Just a quick peek at the scores would give her some idea of his capabilities.



She nearly stopped dead in her tracks as a myriad of red ticks came into view. Thirty questions - virtually no different to the test she had done - and not a single cross to be seen. He had perfect marks. Twilight knew of only one other pony to have achieved the same result: herself. 



“Hello.”



The voice shocked her, but it took Twilight a few seconds to realise why. It was his first time speaking.  



“Oh, hi!” Twilight replied, hoping the sprinkle of charm in her voice still held true. “I guess we don’t need to introduce ourselves huh?” She slowly let down the scroll on the podium, and glanced at her notes.    



“I’m not used to talking to Princesses.” His body posture was straightened, alert in his seat, but his eyes refused to be drawn upwards, instead scanning the table before him. “Did Mom tell you that?”



“She told me...some things about you.” Twilight felt herself willing to approach the table. No, she would not stand and be just another teacher. She would be the pony he needed to talk to. 



“I met Princess Celestia once. She visited the school in the spring. She’s very big.” 



Twilight fought the urge to laugh. Nopony in Equestria would have surely dared uttered such an adjective to Celestia’s face, and to say it to a fellow Princess was a delicate move in of itself. But there was something in his voice that hinted there was no maliciousness on his part. If anything, the way he strung words together was very systematic. His tone barely changed at all. She had really heard nopony talk in such a way before. 



“That’s a nice scarf you’ve got there,” Twilight asked, changing the subject. “Looks like you’ve had it a while!” 



“Three years, four months and eleven days,” River replied, almost instantaneously, like he had the answer pre-prepared. “It was a birthday present from Mom.” 



“I can see why you treasure it then.” Feeling the last scraps of hesitance peel away, Twilight drew up a chair opposite him. It wasn’t exactly her size, but it made do. “Those test scores of yours, did you study hard for them?”



For a tiny moment, River’s eyes flashed upwards. “I spose. All the answers were in books I’d read. In the exam, I just remembered them.”



Twilight looked on incredulous. She knew exactly which books held the majority of the answers, but some were far above the reading level of a kid his age. If he was reading them already…



“And in school...you’re doing well?” she probed.



River paused for a moment. “If I was doing that well, I wouldn’t be here, would I?”



It wasn’t much, but Twilight heard the first signs of tonal change in his voice. He was definitely aware of his situation to some degree.



“I’ve heard some very positive comments about your magic though!” Twilight said, aiming to lift his spirits before asking the important questions. “Could you show me?”



Another eye glance upwards told her he was definitely invested in that possibility. Still, he hesitated.



“Don’t worry,” Twilight said, hoping to reassure him. “An old rival of mine tried to put me off of doing magic, when in reality, she just wanted the whole stage to herself. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, utilizing your talents. And I’d be most grateful if you showed me what you can do.” 



Most of it had come from off the top of her head, but it definitely worked. With a curt nod and the familiar shun of a horn flare, Twilight watched amazed as River levitated three of the student desks against the window. To even lift one of the considerably heavy objects would be ambitious for a unicorn his age. Three was definitely exceptional. He didn’t even visibly struggle setting each one back down in turn, when most kids would drop their levitated objects in strained fits of exertion. Even his control throughout had been superb. 



“See? That wasn’t so bad,” Twilight said, hoping her jaw was still attached to her face. “I am definitely impressed River. You’ve got a real talent in magic.”



“Um...thanks…” The colt’s head dropped even further, and Twilight thought she caught faint whips of red colouration on his cheeks before dipping out of sight. 



“You don’t have to be nervous. I’m not so scary!”



“It’s not...it just...means a lot to hear that from you, Princess.” And for the first time, River’s eyes raised to lock with her own. However long it lasted, Twilight couldn't say. He had no sooner gone back to staring at the table. 



“I know you’re struggling to make friends River. And trust me, nopony knows how you feel better than I do.” Twilight almost stopped mid-sentence, a crazy idea having just come to her. “Listen, I have an idea, why don’t we make this a regular meeting? I can share with you all of my stories about my studies on friendship, and you can try and work out your own take on it back in Canterlot. We can even share letters if you like. How does that sound?” 



To her great relief, River didn’t stand up and walk out of the classroom in a panicked frenzy. If anything, he seemed to mull over her words with a great deal of thought. 



Eventually, he looked at her for only the second time. This time, he held his gaze for what felt like a lot longer.



“I would like that Princess, very much.”



It took every synapse of Twilight’s being not to hug him at that moment when the first tear droplets appeared in the corners of his eyes.          












“Oh hey, that went by fast. Everything okay?” Spike asked, as Twilight landed carefully on the castle balcony. By the look of it, he had shirked some of his chores to catch some rays from the early afternoon sun. She couldn’t blame the little reptile much for that. 



“Yeah. It went...better than I thought.” Twilight settled on.



“So your position as Princess of Friendship isn’t in any danger?” 



Twilight smiled, and pulled the drake inwards for an impromptu hug. 



“Was it ever?” 



“Gah! You think he can be a powerful unicorn then?”



“So inquisitive!” Twilight teased, rubbing her nose on Spike’s head. “But maybe. With a few lessons here and there...maybe…just maybe...” 


      

      
   
      Coming Home


      

      
      
         “I hope today’s meeting goes better than the last,” Marian muttered, standing up straight and setting all four hooves firmly. Neck high, back firm, she craned her neck back and forth to look at herself in the mirror.

 

Her mane sat in a loose bun, with only a few carefully placed tendrils escaping the fringe to lay artfully against her cheek or tuck around an ear. Her glasses were balanced just right, and the tweaking she had ordered on the holding spell kept them just right for both reading or walking. And proper. Never forget how proper it looks for a librarian to have glasses.

 

That, she had found out, was one of the smaller lessons she had learned from her internship supervisor.

 

“Ponies expect a certain look from a librarian, you see. If you can meet that look, then they will see you as a librarian and pay that much more attention when otherwise they would wander. Or they may just wander.”

 

And that was the very thing she needed to project. Well, not that last bit.

 

A quick turn to check her tail, normally coiled had been left free the night before, and its normal coil was a smooth curl instead. A slight twitch to her collar, just slightly off center, and she was ready.

 

It wouldn’t do to show up to such an important meeting looking as if she had just fallen out of bed, after all, but too much care into her appearance would make it seem as though she were looking down at them.

 

Such a touchy lot, her fellow townsponies, but they were hers, though many would argue the opposite: that she was theirs and had just come home. Except, possibly, her sister.

 

But this was her home. It was. Whatever her sister seemed to think.

 

As she stepped out into the mid-morning sunlight, the flood of sights, sounds, and scents came rushing in, bringing with them a flood of memories that drowned out the bitter ball of old regrets clinging to thoughts of Grace.

 

And a sweeter smell than most of Manehattan. She smiled into the dry breeze, already promising to be far hotter than any Manehattanite would have found tolerable, much less pleasant, and set off towards the town hall looming in the distance.

 

“Good morning, Mrs. Cheer! How are you?” she called to an older mare, her gray-streaked mane pulled back in a bun far more severe than Marian’s. A small herd of fillies and colts trailed behind her, all heading in the same direction as Marian.

 

“Fine, Marian. Fine and Dandy!” She laughed, the sound warm and rich as her dark pink coat. “Just takin’ the kiddos to the town hall to watch. You’re giving your proposal today, aren’t you?”

 

“Oh, no Mrs. Cheer. That was three days ago. This is a followup meeting. I’m sorry, if I’d known your children were interested, I would have—”

 

“Nonsense. And stop calling me a Missus. You’re not my student anymore, Marian, and I’d take it as a favor to have you call me Dandy.”

 

“Yes, Dandy.” That she was so easily able to change her naming of Mrs. Dandy Cheer was another sign of how much she had changed in the years since leaving. It hurt somewhere she didn’t think she had the words to describe.

 

So many things had hurt the same way when she had arrived a week ago that the ache seemed omnipresent in her mind.

 

“You can’t ever go home,” she whispered as Mrs. Cheer—Dandy—turned back to hustle some strays back into the group. She wasn’t certain what it was she had expected on coming home.

 

“You look like you’ve bitten into a crabapple. What’s got your tail in a knot?”

 

“Coming home.” Marian offered a smile to the other mare, then at the small gaggle of foals following in their wake. “It’s not easy.”

 

“I imagine so, ‘specially seein’ your old teacher with so much gray in her mane.” Dandy laughed again. The laugh hadn’t changed, and it was still as, well, full of Cheer as ever. “That’s better. I like that smile. Keep it.”

 

Marian laughed with her, feeling just a little lighter of heart, and a little more hopeful. Dandy had, and had not, changed in her time away. There were still pieces of what she remembered from her childhood here and there.

 

Maybe she wouldn’t have to worry so much.

 

But then she caught sight of the small restaurant where she had had her first date, her first kiss. It was still there, too, along with the memory of her first breakup, and she felt her mirth fall away. That breakup had started so much of the bitterness coating her memories.

 

“I’m sorry, Grace.”

 

She sighed, shrugged her shoulder once to assure herself the hefty sheaf of papers she had brought was still there in her saddlebag, and plodded on.

 




 

“The council is still in session, Ms. Marian. Please be seated.”

 

That was the last she had heard for the last half hour. Dandy and her students had been ushered in, the teacher tossing a concerned smile over her shoulder.

 

And then all she had seen were the odd pony coming to and fro up and down the hallway, too absorbed in their own task to give her a second glance. Most of them, anyway. One stallion stopped on rounding the corner to stare at her.

 

She had gotten used to the stray stallion staring at her in Manehattan, though most ignored her as much as they did everypony else. But the gawkers gawked, out-of-towners perhaps mistakenly thinking she belonged, and she’d dealt with her fair share of leers, whistles, and glares.

 

To see it at home, though…

 

She cringed inwardly, but kept her face carefully composed and even offered a faint smile. She didn’t recognize his face or cutie mark, but he smiled back, then continued on.

 

Maybe it wasn’t a stare. It might have only been curiosity at seeing a new face.

 

Maybe and might have. She scoffed at herself, built over years of learned caution; an unwary smile in the city might have meant an unwelcome nudge or worse.

 

The town hasn’t changed that much. I need to stop thinking like a city pony. Even as much as it had grown, it still held onto that heart of the country that meant a new face was a curiosity, even if it wasn’t quite a novelty. That was more evident in the city hall than elsewhere, as crude drawings and carelessly lettered papers from the schoolhouse fairly wallpapered the hallway she sat in.

 

Well, they would have been crude and careless in Manehattan’s austere marble-halled council chambers. Here, they made her feel like city hall was a large home, and everypony welcome inside.

 

Home. She smiled, feeling some of the bittersweet feeling flake away.

 

“The council is ready to see you, Ms. Mare,” said a young mare, sticking her head just far enough outside the chambers to see her. “If you’ll come in, I’ll be happy to seat you.”

 

“Thank you, but it’s just Marian.”

 

“Yes, ma’am.” The young mare backed away and held open the door for her as Marian walked with as much calm as she could muster and scanned the council circle swiftly.

 

The center seat, the mayor’s, was empty.

 

“This way, please,” the mare said, flicking her tail to touch Marian’s foreleg. “The council is at recess, but will be returning soon.”

 

The mayor is at recess. The sour bite to the thought surprised her, and she shoved it away, but her one-time friend’s scowl was the cause of at least half of her nerves, and she had tried to avoid thinking on it as much as she could.

 

Only, now that she was ready to face it, the fool mare was doing this to spite her.

 

That wasn’t why she was there, either, and she shoved it aside as she came to the front of the long row of benches filled with students looking bored out of their skulls, and Mrs.—Dandy! Get that through your skull, foal—Dandy beamed a smile at her from the front row.

 

Marian barely had a chance to settle herself on the comfortable seating cushion when the constable at the polished door to the side straightened.

 

“All rise for the honorable Mayor Mare Grace.”

 

Following on the heels of the officious bellow came Marian’s sister, the mayor of Dodge Junction.

 

Almost alike in coloring, Grace’s coat was a darker shade of pink, and her mane a shade of paler gold bordering on white. She wore her hair in a tight bun as Marian did, but where Marian’s held the artful escapee, Grace’s mane was as tightly regimented and carefully coiffed as any military brigade, and the black robe made her shorter stature seem as though she were a grim specter than a proper seeming official.

 

Did she have to dress like she was sitting at trial? At my trial? Even if…

 

She was certain none of the roiling cacophony of emotion in her head reached her face, but she forced the errant thoughts aside again all the same, and willed her mind to calm. It wouldn’t do to let that mess color what she hoped would pass the council in spite of her sibling’s objections.

 

“You may be seated,” Mayor Grace said, her eyes seeming to skip over Marian as she swept her gaze over the room. “Today, we are to hear from Mare Marian about her proposal for a library. Before we begin, I would like to remind everypony that we do have schoolchildren present, and to keep any discussion to a reasonable and amicable level.”

 

It was all Marian could do to keep from letting the bristling anger show in her ears. First, the bare stress on the familial name, and then the pointed barb at keeping her cool when it had been…

 

When it had been me. Calm, Marian.

 

“Thank you, your honor. If I may, I have brought the prospectus and benefits study in multiplicate, as promised.” Such a thing would have hardly been necessary for her to do herself, but Grace had refused her the services of the council scriveners, and she had spent the last three days meticulously copying each one by hoof.

 

“You may.”

 

Minutes passed while Marian passed them out on her own, her anger growing moment by moment at each nearly apologetic glance from a council member. But only nearly.

 

“If you will turn to page four, we can begin where the meeting left off.” She almost expected Grace to ask her to turn the pages, too, but a rustle of papers shuffling followed.

 

Down to business, then.

 

 

 

“Ms. Marian,” Councilmare Desert said slowly, “It seems as though you have your rocks all in a row, and while I would agree with much of what you’ve put forth, I must stand with Mayor Grace. The expense does not seem to match the benefit.”

 

“If the Councilmare will turn to page seventeen, I’ve outlined the longer term benefits, as well.” As I said ten minutes ago! “The cost of operating the library would be more than offset by the benefit of long term opportunities for the community. I assure you that I am more than capable of maintaining the library and all of its books and facilities… with some help from the city, of course. That is outlined on page twenty.”

 

“Of course,” Grace drawled, cutting in over Councilmare Desert’s response. “Every little jot and tittle taken care of. Just like Marian.”

 

Marian flushed, quivering, and clenched her jaw tightly shut over the words that wanted to come out. Mastering those words was an effort of will, as had the last hour spent meticulously detailing every item in her proposal. Grace’s questions had been pointed, direct, and worse than her thesis defense—in terms of willpower expended, if not actual difficulty.

 

“Your honor graces me with her praise,” she managed in as cool and even a voice as she could manage. “My thesis was the study of the benefits of a library to a small town. The test study was Ponyville—”

 

“I hear they are still seeking a librarian,” Mayor Grace mused idly.

 

“—and the benefits it gained over a town such as Honey Mead Hill are pronounced.” She couldn’t help herself from adding: “As I have explained.”

 

“And you have done a fine job,” Councilstallion Quartzite said in what might have been a warm tone, if the frosty glare he leveled on the mayor hadn’t touched his voice as well. “I would ask your patience, again, for a short time while we deliberate.”

 

“Of course. Thank you for your time.” Marian bowed her head, trying to ignore the worried look Dandy shot her way, and the way she felt Grace’s gaze following her out.

 




 

“Deadlocked.” Marian glowered down at the pitcher of honeyed, iced tea gathering moisture in the blazing afternoon. “Four for, and four against, with the mayor abstaining for personal bias.” She barked a laugh. “Personal.”

 

Dandy, sitting across from her and nursing a smaller glass of tea, gave her what Marian imagined she thought was an encouraging smile. “She did abstain, though. Given your… history—” Dandy smiled again. “It would hardly have been fair, or legal, for her to cast a vote.”

 

“Why did I come back, Dandy? When it hurts so much?”

 

“Home, child. You said as much. This is home, for you, no matter how long you’ve been away. Maybe you could have left in better circumstances, but that’s what life is about. You make mistakes, learn from them, and aim higher next time.”

 

Marian shook her head and ducked to sip at the curving metal straw sprouting from the side. Nopony made tea like Dandy Cheer, and it never failed to make her feel a little better. Oh, it came close this time, but just the taste of the tea was enough to bring back memories of her and Grace in happier times, when they had been close.

 

Before that young colt, Stickle, had come through and stolen both of their hearts, one at a time, and crushed them.

 

She could almost see him again, all lanky muscle with a smile that could melt hearts at a hundred paces.

 

“Curse him, and that smile,” she muttered around the metal straw.

 

“Ah. Stickle Burr.” Dandy reached a hoof over the table and rapped it, hard, against Marian’s muzzle.

 

She took the blow as her due and sighed. “That’s about eight years too late, but well deserved.”

 

“Stick him out of your mind. He’s gone, and mores the better for it. You had the right of him, y’know. I don’t blame you… well, I suppose I do. A little. You handled your sister poorly, girl. Is it any wonder she holds a grudge?”

 

Marian grunted and sucked down more tea to offset the ache. A moment later, she shook her head.

 

“Of course not. I’d hate you, too, if you did that to me without knowin’ the why.” Dandy smiled again, but it seemed fragile, somehow. “Did you ever tell her?”

 

“I tried to tell her, but you know her. She won’t listen until she sees something right in front of her.” Marian snorted.

 

“And you figured you’d show her, hmm?”

 

“It was stupid, and I hated myself for it for years. But she held onto it, why? Why does she still—” Marian cut herself off and deliberately stuck her lips on the straw again, ending a desire to make herself appear more idiotic.

 

“You had a choice in what you did, she did not.” For a moment, Dandy’s smile turned into a frown, then her smile came back, firmed, and she sipped at her tea again, rocking slowly back and forth on her hind legs. “I remember you two used to love each other as much as two sisters could. Shame that a lousy stallion like Stickle Burr could come between the two of you.”

 

“If I could take it back…” She shook her head. “I still wouldn’t. He was cheating on me with at least one mare on the sly, and Celestia knows he would have tried for more. Or maybe he was! He would have broken her heart inside a year.”

 

“So you broke it for her.” Dandy’s smile faded, then came back at her over the rim of her glass. “We all do foolish things, Marian, time and time again. The important thing is that you learn from them and try to mend things when you can.”

 

“I tried to, once, but the letter got returned in two days, unopened.”

 

“A letter? Marian…” Dandy sighed, shaking her head. “I had such high hopes when you asked me for that first book, then another and another. You have no idea how proud I was when you went off to Manehattan to learn all about being a librarian.”

 

“And now I’ve ruined them.”

 

“Hogwash. You exceeded them. So what if you made a mistake, that doesn’t change all that you’ve grown up. We all make mistakes. You’d hardly be a pony if you were perfect. But… you do need to make amends with your sister. You were in the wrong, even if your heart was in the right place. Your parents would say it, were they in town, so I will.” She chortled softly to herself. “Did, I suppose.”

 

“They never knew Grace and I had a falling out, save that I didn’t come home.” Marian took another long pull of tea, peered into the pitcher and sighed. Another pitcher would be nice. “I could spare them that, at least.”

 

Dandy smiled as though she had heard Marian’s not quite thought. “More soon, dear. Do you know what you’d like to say?”

 

“No. How do I tell her that I was trying to save her the heartache? Can I? Will she listen?”

 

“Of course she will. She’s still family, and I don’t know how that works in Manehattan, but family still means something around here.” Grace wavered a hoof, then added: “If you say the right thing.”

 

No pressure. “I need to think. I can’t just… You’re right, of course. You always were.”

 

“That’s silly talk. I’m no more right than you are, most of the time. No more right than Grace. I should tell you about my romantic mishaps when I was your age. They’d curl your tail to hear the half!”

 

In spite of her mood, Marian laughed. “I would so love to hear them. Maybe I can learn from you again.” She pulled experimentally on the straw again as she tipped the pitcher.

 

“Hah! No you wouldn’t! Except, maybe, ‘Don’t do what Leery Cheery did!’”

 

Marian choked, halfway between laugh and swallow. “Leery Cheery? Oh, I have got to hear that.”

 




 

“Just say the right thing.” That wasn’t so hard, really. Not at all. Except it was, and she seemed to be going around in circles on what she should say. And literally going around in circles in front of the wide, stable-inspired home Grace lived in as mayor.

 

“Grace, I’m sorry I kissed Stickle in front of—” No. She snorted, lashing her tail at the stupid line.

 

“Grace, Stickle was cheating on me. I know he was cheating on you, too.” That was no better. She stamped on a half-buried cobblestone and sat down hard, rolling her hoof back and forth over the smooth surface.

 

“Grace, I love you. You’re my sister, and…” And I intentionally hurt you.

 

“I could always leave. Ponyville is looking for a librarian, and I would have stayed longer if I could have. Such a nice town.” But it wasn’t home. “Not yet, but I could make it a home.”

 

And all she would have to do was disappoint Dandy, abandon her family, and let her sister always think the worst of her.

 

“Grace… I was wrong.”

 

And I have to do the right thing. She lifted a hoof to knock at the door.

 

I was wrong.

 

 

 

What if she doesn’t want to see me? Marian continued pacing, waiting for the return of the majordomo, whom had been back twice to talk to her and relay messages. The last, ‘Tell her… I was wrong,’ had been nearly half an hour ago.

 

She paused to look up at the moon starting to rise over the distant mesas to the east, felt the eye of the Mare in the Moon on her, and offered up a silent prayer against the darkness.



Behind her the door opened, and the majordomo, a stocky stallion with more gray in his mane than not, and a silver platter for a cutie mark, stepped out. “The mayor will see you now.”

 

“Thank you.” Marian stepped passed him, and turned when he didn’t follow. “Are you leaving? I thought a majordomo, well, I thought you almost lived here.”

 

His eye twitched, but his face remained otherwise impassive. “She has asked that this meeting be private. Completely private. Good night.”

 

With that, the door closed, and Marian was left in the dimly lit entryway, staring at a portrait of her sister, smiling as she sat behind a plainly carved desk clean of papers.

 

The dim lighting made the portrait seem to loom in the narrow, short corridor.

 

“Grace?” Her voice drifted down the hallway, only echoed back faintly along with her hooves’ light clumping on the solid wood floor. The house was a straight line, not unlike many stable-houses so popular in the east, with rooms branching off the central corridor. Other portraits, of other mayors, she presumed, sat here and there in between the doorways, with more empty places where future mayors would find their portraits.

 

“Office,” came her sister’s voice, cold and hard, drifting down from near the end of the long hall.

 

She was seated behind a well lit desk, papers scattered across the width of it in a carefully organized mess. Paperweights sat on most, and others were held down by what appeared to be the remains of a dinner.

 

“Ms. Mare,” Grace said, voice as chill as her eyes were hot. “Imagine my surprise when you showed up here, seeking an audience. Imagine my further surprise when your last message said ‘I’m wrong.’ This is not the place to discuss city business. My office hours are—”

 

“I’m not here on city business,” Marian snapped, her own voice crisp enough to crack. “Not business at all,” she added in a softer tone. “Grace—” The look she got could have, should have, set the floor on fire around her.

 

“Grace. You think you can just waltz in here from the city and dictate what’s best for us? For—” She snapped off the rest with a click of her teeth. “How dare you, Marian. You always were a city pony, through and through. Even when we were younger, you acted as though you were too good for this town, my home.” Grace stood, slamming a hoof down amid the papers. “My home! My life!”

 

“Grace, I was wrong to—”

 

“Oh, you bet your ass you were wrong.”

 

“Yes, I was. Am.”

 

Grace stared at her over the table, glared fire and hate and pain at her. “Why are you here? Why didn’t you stay in Manehattan, where you belong?”

 

Pain? Of course pain. You were the one who tore out her heart. “I don’t belong there. This is my home.” Marian waved a hoof at the wall behind her. “And you’re my—”

 

“Don’t you dare say it. You abandoned—” Grace’s jaw worked, teeth grinding. “Us. You abandoned us. Mom and dad didn’t know. I didn’t know how to tell them that my coltfriend was cheating on me with my sister. And the worst part? Do you know what the worst part was?”

 

Marian shook her head.

 

“The worst part is you were right. You selfish, self-righteous… I hated you. I hated that you were right about him. Why? Why did you try to tell me like that? Why?” Tears shimmered in Grace’s eyes, but she stared straight at Marian, only a quiver of her lower lip giving any sign of her rigid control.

 

“You.” Marian stared at her sister, feeling the truth as though Grace had whispered it in her ear. “I abandoned you. After I hurt you so badly. You knew? That he was cheating?” She hadn’t seen it, hadn’t suspected that Grace had known.

 

“I’m not blind,” Grace murmured, lifting a foreleg to brush at her cheeks. The heated edge was still there, and her posture spoke of anger still, but it cooled as she let out a breath. “He left me, Marian, but after I caught him in a barn with some hussy from Canterlot.”

 

“I’m so sorry, Grace. If there was some other way to tell you, and make you see…” Another way to break your heart for you. She swallowed the words, but didn’t look away. It was too late, and the talk far too long overdue.

 

“That wasn’t the worst part.” Grace stepped around the desk to jab a hoof at Marian’s chest. “The worst part was that you took my best friend away when I needed her the most. You left me, Marian. I needed you, and you left!”

 

A grandfather clock in another room chimed the hour into the silence that followed.

 

“I’m so sorry.” It felt like a paltry thing to say, and the words felt like sand coming off her tongue. “I didn’t mean to hurt you so badly. I only thought to save you the heartache that he—” She stopped, jerking her eyes away from the hurt she saw in Grace’s eyes. It was an excuse, and Grace didn’t need excuses, nor did she want them. “I’m sorry.”

 

“I missed my big sister, when she left,” Grace said quietly, turning away again. “I didn’t understand why she did what she did, and I wanted to hate her, tried to hate her for what she did to me.”

 

Grace pulled out a sturdy bottle of golden liquid from a lower drawer, along with one glass. The smell of apples and alcohol filled the small office in moments, and Grace settled back down behind her desk, the small glass held in the crook of one foreleg.

 

“I couldn’t hate her. Not after the truth came out. I hated you, but not her. She had always been there for me when we were little, tending my scrapes and making me laugh with the stories she told me. She taught me to love to read, and taught me about being a mare.” She took a sip from the glass, held it in her mouth, and swallowed after a long moment. “She was almost more a mother than mother, always off on business with father.” She snorted.

 

“I’m still your sister, and I still love you.”

 

“Are you?” Grace didn’t look at her, both eyes focused on the glass in her hoof. “You tried to send me a letter once, but I couldn’t bring myself to read it. I had to hear it from her lips, not on some page. My sister would have understood that. She would have come back.”

 

“She hated herself for a long time.” Marian took a hesitant step up to the desk, then another when Grace only glanced at her. “She thought she had destroyed a sisterhood, but thought she had done the right thing, to save her little sister from discovering a hard truth without…” It sounded stupid, when she started to say it. “She made a terrible mistake, and she ran from it. She never should have stuck her nose in her little sister’s business.”

 

“No, she shouldn’t have, but I missed her all the same.” Grace set the glass on the table and slid it across to Marian. “Why did you never come back in eight years?”

 

“I was…” Marian pushed aside the lie that she was too busy. There had been more than enough chances to escape for a weekend, a week even. She hid the pause in a sniff of the glass, a smile touching her lips at the smooth aroma. “I missed this. You can’t find apple brandy like this in Manehattan.”

 

“Appleoosan. Their first press just came out of the barrels a few weeks ago.” Another glass thumped to the desk, and she made another measured pour of two shoes. “It’s very good.”

 

“I was afraid,” Marian said softly.

 

Grace nodded once and took a sip from the freshly poured glass.

 

“I thought you would hate me if I came back. For a couple of years, I thought that, and I was terrified of… this.” Marian waved the glass between them. “After a while… it just became a habit to come up with some excuse to not go home. One time, I decided that I needed to wash my mane instead of buy a ticket home.” She laughed, the sound bitter to her own ears.

 

“You always did have a thing about keeping your mane just so. All the better to accentuate your height. Celestia, how I envied you for that.” Grace lifted a hoof to touch the not-so-severe bun behind her ears. “I tried to emulate you for so long, but I never could manage the fine work like you could. I thought you kept it up because you wanted to be a city pony. I thought you had left us to live your life in the city, and never mind your family.” She took a short sip of her brandy. “I hated you more for that than anything else.”

 

Marian winced, sniffed again at the glass and took a long sip as the silence hung between them—brittle, but no longer heated. “Did you know that I never really fit in? City ponies, real city ponies living their day to day lives, don’t coif their manes, or burnish their tails, or put them in an elaborate coil. They dress more like you, but their lives are so fast, Grace. I was spinning on my hind legs for a year before I could adjust.”

 

“And you still had every stallion in a hundred paces ready to be wrapped around your hoof at a word, and half the mares as well.” Grace snorted, rolling her eyes and tossed down the rest of her glass.

 

“Not as such.” Oh, there had been stares. There had also been grimaces, and glares from stallions and mares alike. And more than her share of leers. “Some of them thought I would be easy, too overawed by the city to see past their games. Half of the rest thought I was a bumpkin trying to imitate what I thought a city pony was like…”

 

Fueled by the sweet burn of apple brandy, Marian told story after story of life in Manehattan. Absent the ready laugh, and the sisterly hugs, of course. But Grace did laugh, and she smiled, and she kept refilling her own glass and Marian’s.

 

We can never go back to the way things were, but maybe that’s for the best.

 

 

 

Marian pushed her glass across the table some hours later, and well past midnight if her recollection of the slow chiming grandfather clock somewhere in the house was anywhere near accurate. The night seemed fuzzy in her memory, but she remembered all of it, and was glad for the smile Grace offered her.

 

“City life is nothing like what I imagined. Not living in a city, anyway.” Grace tipped the bottle over once more, refilling Marian’s glass before her own. She frowned down at it, swirled it, and took a tiny sip.

 

“It’s very different from home, that’s for sure.” Marian took a matching tiny sip of her brandy, the warmth easing down her throat pleasantly and adding a tiny bit to the small furnace in her belly. “I missed home. I think I always missed it, even if the ache got easier to bear. It never got less, though.”

 

The clock tick-tocked loudly in the late night calm, and the sound of gears ratcheting heralded the next chime. When it faded, Marian felt the change as though the chime had been a signal. Something eased out of the room, a tension that had been felt, but never acknowledged.

 

Maybe it was her imagination.

 

“I missed this.” Grace waved her glass between them. “Talking with you.”

 

“I did, too. I missed you, Grace.”

 

Maybe it was the alcohol, or the night, or the frustrations of the last few days, but whatever the cause, admitting that she had missed her sister broke something inside her. “I’m so sorry,” she choked out through a sudden sob. “For what I did, for not coming back, for—” She tucked her chin to her chest and clenched her teeth shut over the babble spilling from her lips, and the sobs wracking her body.

 

A moment later, Grace was beside her and running a hoof over the arch of her neck. She didn’t say anything, and Marian was glad for the silence. She didn’t want to say anything else, and didn’t want to hear Grace crying, either. Not until she was in control of herself again.

 

Grace sat beside her until the ache subsided, and she was able to rein in the sobbing. She mastered herself by small turns, and relaxed as her sister pulled her into a tight embrace.

 

“I’m glad you’re back.”

 

As simple as that, as simple as family, she was home.

 

“Me too.”

 




 

Marian sat again at the petitioner’s table in the council hall, and this time the slight murmur of bored children was replaced with the muted roar of the majority of the townsponies crowded into the aisles behind her.

 

In front of her, the full council sat, including Mayor Mare Grace in a more casual dress of light purple to offset her light pink coat.

 

“Order.” Grace tapped a hoof against the edge of the desk. “Order in the gallery, please.”

 

As a hush fell over the crowd, Marian smiled at her sister, and received a smile back. They had not spoken of business since their brandy fueled night of bonding, and had spent almost every day since catching up with each other. Oh, there were still rough patches to smooth out, and anything involving stallions was off limits by mutual, silent accord, but there was more that Grace wanted to know about Manehattan, and so much that Marian wanted to know about the changes to Dodge Junction.

 

But they were family again, and if the bond felt more fragile, well, time and honesty would strengthen it.

 

“Good luck!” Dandy’s hiss at her ear startled her into turning around to see that her old teacher had snuck in close enough to lean over the railing.

 

“I don’t think I need luck, Dandy,” she whispered back. “I’m home. I just need my family.”

 

Dandy’s smile stretched wide, and she reached out a hoof to pat Marian on the back. “So you do, but I hope the vote goes well, all the same.”

 

Whatever the result of the vote, and Grace still could not cast a ballot since family was involved, this was her home. And whether or not she had to move to another town to pursue her career, it would always be where her heart was.

 

Dandy had been right, as usual and in spite of her insistence she was wrong as often as anypony else, that family was more important than anything else. Family couldn’t be replaced.

 

“Before we begin deliberations, I would like to say a few words,” Grace said into the gathering quiet. “When my sister came home, I was not in the best of minds to listen to her with a fair thought to the reasons and reasoning behind her proposal. I admit that, and I ask that any who were influenced by my attitude to consider the proposal Marian has put together, not the way I acted towards her.

 

“I may not have as much say in the vote, but I will say this. Families need a library. Where else can a mother go to find the latest book of bedtime stories to read for her foals? Where else can a father go to learn about what interests his children? Where else can a family go to enrich the bonds they share?

 

“A park, yes. A diner, maybe. But a library, quiet though it might be, is a place where families can go to learn together. A family that learns together grows together, and a family that grows together can expect great things for the future. Please, my fellow townsponies, Councilmares and Councilstallions, help our community grow. Help our family grow. Help us set those great expectations—more, help us achieve them.”

 

Marian held her breath, holding back tears throughout the short speech, and felt herself smile so that her cheeks hurt for the stretch, and she laughed as Grace smiled back.

 

“I love you,” Grace mouthed as a tumult of hooves pounding approval rose from the gallery.

 

“I love you, too,” Marian mouthed back.

 




 

“Looking good, Marian.”

 

“Dandy!” She looked up from the desk and the list of books that were to be arriving in the next few days.

 

“Thought I’d see the place before you put up all the books. And bring a few from the schoolhouse.” Dandy shifted a shoulder, rolling the saddlebags briefly, filled to bulging with books. “The place looks very nice. ‘Course, it’ll look nicer with a whole passel of books on every shelf.”

 

“The first shipment should be arriving from Canterlot on the next train. I can hardly wait, and I’ve been busy, busy, busy getting the catalog ready.” She shot quick glance, just as quickly averted, at the cabinet of drawers that would soon be filed with cards, grimacing. “Of course, the cards came all out of order from the publishers. Typical.”

 

“Sounds like you’ve got your hooves full. Well, I won’t bother you too much. I just came by to drop these off.”

 

“No, no. It’s fine. I think I need a break from staring at cards and manifests.” Marian lifted her head as the door opened again, and Grace walked in. “In fact, I think I lost track of time if Grace is here.”

 

“Yes. Yes you did,” Grace said with a smile and a nod to the older mare. “Dandy.”

 

“Mayor.”

 

“Grace, please.” Grace offered a hoof in greeting. “Marian’s told me how you helped her see past her own fear.”

 

“Fear, was it?” Dandy touched the hoof, smiling. “Why, I suppose it was. I thought it was that stubborn Mare will. Never could get you to do something you didn’t want to, or see what you didn’t want to, unless you were ready.”

 

“She is stubborn, isn’t she?” Grace pranced up to nudge Marian’s ribs. “Eight years stubbornly refusing to admit she was afraid.”

 

“Either of you.”

 

Grace laughed, shaking her head, and bumped shoulders with the older mare. “I wish I could make you an adviser, Dandy. I swear, half of the clerks I’ve hired are afraid to tell me the truth when I’ve set my hooves.”

 

“Bah. You know I’m always available for a chat. Except when I’m teachin’.” Dandy shook a hoof at both mares. “Don’t let me catch you trying to interrupt a class, or it won’t matter if you’re the mayor or Celestia herself, I’ll put you under my hoof and give that flank a whack.”

 

Marian laughed, and Grace joined in.

 

It’s good to be home.
      

      
   
      BROKE


      

      
      
         Beige burned into the eyes of our heroine as she sat in the office of her boss. The window curtains were rolled up just enough to catch a glimpse of the hot asphalt below. Oh, how our heroine longed to to throw herself out the window and plummet towards the asphalt below!



And then stretch out her wings and fly into the sky, of course. While Jotter hated her job, she didn’t hate it that much.



Jotter’s hooves clapped against the floor as her superior looked over some papers, strown about his mahogany desk. He sighed, twirling a pen in his mouth (it was quite an impressive feat, especially doing both at once!) as he sank back into his office chair. He removed the pen from his mouth and looked at Jotter. “Let’s talk about your performance lately.”



Our heroine stood up as straight as a building. Unless said building was the Leaning Tower of Pizza, of course; for as many toppings they had managed to put on that pizza, that delectable circle of Italianeigh goodness (if your idea of ‘delectable’ is thawed-out parmesan on stale dough, anyways), the engineers who built it failed to take into account how windy the area was. It tipped over in a light breeze. It would have fallen onto its side if a still-frozen anchovy hadn’t fallen off and provided something for the downwards delicacy to prop itself up on.



Her superior looked at her. “Why are you standing? You can sit down if you want. You just were a minute ago.”



Jotter looked down at the carpet and, sure enough, all four of her hooves were planted firlmy on the ground. “Oh!” she said. “Sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”



Her boss slowly turned his attention away from her and to a paper laying on his desk. “Your productivity has really been plummeting lately. Even with all that night shift work you’ve been taking, you’re still underperforming. We have Great Expectationstm for all our employees here at Fillername Incorportated, and you’re not meeting them. What gives?”



Jotter bit her lip. “Well…”







“Come on, Jotter. You need to leave now. They’re about to turn off the building’s power.”



“Shut the hell up! I’m about to hit 400 trillion cookies!”







“… I’ve been double, triple, and quadruple checking everything to make sure it’s all correct. Yes. That is exactly what I’ve been doing.”



“And that takes you your entire work day to do?”



“… I’m very thorough?”



Boss Horse held up a paper to his face and adjusted his glasses. “I mean, come on. You’ve only turned in one 2674-D in two weeks, and even then, it was only yadda yadda yadda yadda yadda…”



Jotter scratched her chin. I really should buy some more interdimensional portals. Those give mad cookies. Hm.



“Jotter, are you even listening to a word I’m saying?”



She jumped in her seat. “Yes! 100%! Totally!”



“What am I talking about?”



“… the socioeconomic collapse of the Sovneighet Bloc?”



Boss Horse raised an eyebrow, and then shrugged. “I guess you really were paying attention. I just think that they got too big for them to handle, especially when they had such a powerful enemy in the first world. Couldn’t handle it all at once.”



Jotter nodded. “Yeah. Hey, boss?”



“Yes?”



“Can I quit? Like, my job?”



“I’ve been waiting for this day my entire life.”








Jotter nodded to a waitress when said waitress asked Jotter if she wanted another whiskey. Kicking the previous nineteen glasses off the table, she put a cigarette into her mouth and held a lighter up to the end. The flame danced at the end of the cigarette, but didn’t light it.



“What in the… why won’t it light?”



Boss Horse sighed. “Maybe because it’s a fork?”



Jotter looked at the mini-trident and pondered it for a moment. “Oh.” Her brow furrowed. “Wait. When did you get here, Boss Horse?”



“I’ve been with you the whole time. I’ve been sitting here for…” —he checked his weird circle-thingy with lines on it—“… two and a half half-hours.”



“Oh.” Jotter yawned as the waitress set her latest martini on the table. Or was it a shot of whiskey? Jotter shrugged and downed it in a single gulp. Whatever. Alcohol is alcohol. Alcohoooool. Aaaaalcohol? “Sorry for not noticing you.”



“That’s fine. I could care less,” said Boss Horse as he downed his thirty-ninth shot of tequila. “Truth be told, I don’t even know what an hour is anymore. All I know is that it’s wavy.”



“How wavy do you mean?”



“Like, really wavy.”



Jotter slapped her cheek. “That’s pretty wavy!”



“The waviest, maybe.”



Just then, a butterfly waved on her shoulder. “I have waved on your shoulder to wave you a very important message, Jotter.”



“What is it, magic butterfly?”



“First, that’s MAGIC BUTTERFLY to you, mortal. Second, I have to wave you that you’re destined to be really great at playing the stocks. The Gods of Stock have Great Expectationstm for you, so wave over there right now and start playing.” The MAGIC BUTTERFLY waved a wad of thousand-bit bits (how do you wad gold coins, anyways? That’s a pretty wavy strategy.) onto the counter. “Take these fat stacks and go start.”



“Yes! I will do as you ask, magic butterfly!”



“Ahem.”



“Oh, sorry. I will do as you ask, MAGIC BUTTERFLY.”



“That’s more like it! But, seriously? There’s no need to yell. We’re indoors.”



“Oh. Right. Sorry, MAGIC BUTTERFLY.”



“It is fine, my child. Now go! We’ve dragged this conversation on far too long! We can only hope to fill the void left by the absence of your total greatness at stocks by mere conversation.” With that piece of emotional and inspirational wisdom, the magic butterfly—



Wait, what? Oh, right. Sorry. Ahem. With that, the MAGIC BUTTERFLY flew out the door.



“I know where we need to go now!” Jotter exclaimed.








“That’ll be fourteen bits, please.”



Jotter reached into her wallet to find the bits to pay for the amazing meal she was about to consume. She tossed a ten at the acne-ridden cashier manning (stallioning?) the drive-thru window and dug around for a few ones or a five. “Can you make change?”



“Not since the spaghetti incident.”



“I’m not in the mood for tropes tonight.”



“No, I’m serious. It was really bad and it very much involved spaghetti.”



Jotter shrugged. “Whatever, Carl.”



“My name’s not Carl.”



“It is now! Here, catch!” Jotter threw four bits at Eugene.



“My name isn’t Eugene!” said Walter as he caught the bits in his mouth. Very unsanitary practice, that. That’ll hurt them in their health inspection.



“Sorry, Mickey!” said Jotter as she and Boss Horse drove away with their double hayburgers (hold the lettuce, of course). “WE’RE OFF TO WAVE THE STOCKS!”



Just then, Smithy’s boss came up behind him and patted him on the back. “You can’t always expect people to remember your name, George. Those are some pretty Great Expectationstm you’ve got there. People aren’t always going to remember your name.”



“That’s not my name.”



“I know,” said Stanley’s boss, as he wrapped a strand of spaghetti around Matt’s neck. “I know that you’re actually a Sovneighet spy out to destroy us all!” he shouted as he drop-kicked Greg to the floor.



“Таковы мои бананы!”








Jotter rubbed her nose with her hoof and looked up at the screen. Hundreds upon hundreds of abbreviated company names met her eyes, their adjacent numbers beaming down statistics about rises and falls, twists and turns, greens and reds.



She nudged Boss Horse with an elbow. “Hey, let’s put some money into this company here, eh?” She pointed to a startup called ‘Fillername Incorporated’.



Vaguely familiar.



“Sounds good to me,” said Boss Horse. He tapped a few buttons on a tablet and set it back on their table. “Done.”



Jotter nodded and looked back up on the screen. Thousands upon thousands of other stockplayers had come, here to either cash in or bust out on their predictions. Over to her left, a stallion jumped high into the air, shouting the loudest “yahoo!” Jotter had ever heard in her life. To the right, a lone stallion’s sobs rocked his body as his tablet fell to the floor, displaying a giant red “0” on the screen. The screen hit the floor and shattered into a thousand pieces. 



Somewhere, a mare and her cronies laughed at this amateur, who had put his heart and soul into his predictions, only for it to fail miserably.



Jotter frowned.



Later that same hour, Fillername Incorporated lost an investor.








Jotter rolled around the last of her scotch in a tumbler and shot it down the back of her throat. It burned going down, but it was the good kind of burn. The kind that made you think.



Her ears perked up as the MAGIC BUTTERFLY gently landed on the table in front of her. “What happened?” it probed. “Why did you leave?”



Jotter leaned back. “Did you tell that stallion to go there?”



“What do you mean?”



“You know exactly what I mean.”



The butterfly raised an eyebrow. “Yes, I did.”



“Why?”



The butterfly flittered onto Jotter’s shoulder and drew a breath. “I thought he had it in him. He showed promise.”



“You were wrong.”



“I was, yes. I’ll admit, maybe I expected a little too much.”



“What did you expect of me?”



“Success.”



“Why?”



“Because everyone can succeed.”



Jotter snorted. “There’s not enough success to go around for that.” She looked down at the ground. “What do you do when everyone succeeds? Can you call that success anymore?”



“Why couldn’t you?”



“Success implies… something greater. As if you’ve risen above the circumstances to really make something of yourself. Of course, we all expect ourselves to succeed. It’s what we want, right? To succeed?”



The butterfly slowly nodded. “I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”



“Take, for example, that stallion. He expected great things, right? Money, power, influence. Go to the stocks, play your cards right, and boom! It’s that simple, right?” She bit her lip. “You told me that the Gods of the Stocks had expectations. What were they?”



The butterfly tapped its chin. “Let’s see… For starters, they expected that you’d make quite a bit of money your first day. Maybe buy a nice car, house, clothes.” It paused. “I think they certainly expected you to stay in long enough to see.”



Jotter tapped her chin. “What did they base these expectations off of?”



“The other people, of course.”



“What other people?”



“The other gods!”



“And therein lies the problem.”



“What do you mean? Why not base expected success off the already successful?”



“There’s not enough of it to go around. The gods have been doing this for years. They know the ins and outs. Most of them were here long before we all were. We’re mere moths to the flame, but they are the tinder.



“I don’t know the first thing about stocks. I had no idea where to even begin, but I figured that if all these other people were here, they had just as good a chance as I did. So, I placed a few bets, watched some others do their thing, started to play around. I thought I had the hang of it after a while. But I didn’t. None of us did. We were just… unexpected players in a game that looked fun, but we didn’t know how to play. I just wish someone told us how to play.”



“It’s your fault for not learning the rules beforehand.”



“It would have been nice to know there were any rules! When you told me to go for it, you made it sound like I already knew everything I needed. Did that stallion know everything? Was he prepared?”



“No, but he knew what he was getting into. We all know!”



“Who is ‘we’?”



“The ones who have been here long enough to know. The experienced. The great.”



“That stallion wasn’t one of them, and we both know that.”



The butterfly sighed. “Will you just say your point and be done with it?”



Jotter let her head sink into the chair. “You can’t play the game when you don’t know the rules, so why should you expect great play?”



“What do you want me to do, then? Tell you that you’re doing great?”



“No. I want you to tell me that I’m going to need more practice. I need a trainer, not a fan club.”



They both sat in silence for a moment.

























The butterfly coughed. “Hrmph. I have places to be.” As it took off towards the door, it glanced back over to Jotter. “But I’ll think about what you said, even if you are drunk.” It opened the door, flew through it, and shut it.



Jotter smiled. “What’d you expect from a failure?”



And then



she



was



finally



alone.
      

      
   
      One Set Apart


      

      
      
         “I never knew singing could be so... exhausting.”



Sweetie Belle flopped down on the richly carpeted floor of the Canterlot amphitheater. The tiny bit of make-up Rarity had insisted she wear was slightly smeared and runny from her sweat; the spotlight on stage had been a lot hotter and bright than the one for the school talent show, and it didn't help that – in addition to her sister – the audience had included perhaps two of the biggest names in music.



She'd almost fainted when she'd heard that Octavia Melody, one of the most well known classically trained musicians in all of Equestria, and Vinyl Scratch, the legendary DJ PON-3, would be watching her and judging her singing talents. Honestly, if her sister hadn't whisked her away for some last minute pampering, she just might have.



Now that it was over, though, Sweetie Belle felt both severely drained and incredibly accomplished.



She was every bit as tired as if she’d ran here all the way from Ponyville, but she had done it; she finally sang in front of other ponies. What's more, they had actually enjoyed it; ponies had actually cheered for her, just because of her singing!



It almost didn't feel real, even as Rarity picked her up and hugged her, telling Sweetie how proud she was of her. But it just felt so... right.



Something within her stirred slightly, like the feeling she got whenever she would hang around with her fellow Crusaders, or the times she and Rarity actually acted like sisters. It was a feeling like everything was perfectly right in the world, even if it was just for this one moment. She heard her sister gasp, and she looked up in confusion.



Rarity was crying, but she was smiling too. She held Sweetie Belle to her, squeezing her tightly. Only uttering a soft “I knew it.”



Sweetie Belle, now confused (well, more-so than usual) by her sister, asked, “what's wrong, Rarity?”



Rarity, still smiled, set her sister down and wiped her tears away. “Nothing's wrong, Sweetie. I know I say this a lot, but this really is the best possible thing.” Before Sweetie could say anything, Rarity pointed back to the filly's flank.



Still confused, Sweetie turned to follow her sister's hoof, then gasped herself.



There, on her flank, was the image of a musical note, with the base in the shape of a heart. A cutie mark, her cutie mark; she had finally gotten it.



She hugged her sister once more, her joy tempered by tiredness, then yawned hugely. “I did it, Sis. I really did it!”



Rarity chuckled. “Yes, Sweetie, you did. Now, let's go; Princess Celestia said we could spend the night in one of the palace guest rooms, and you've had a busy night.”



“But I'm not–” Sweetie Belle started the usual childish protest to sleep, but couldn't find the energy to finish, breaking into another yawn. “Okay, Rarity.”



Rarity chuckled at her sister, magically lifting her up and onto her back. “Rest up, Sweetie dear, knowing Pinkie, she'll throw you a party that lasts the better part of a week.”



“Mhm.” Sweetie, having been carried like this before, was already shifting into her usual comfy spot and drifting away into sleep.



“And I'm sure your friends will be ever so excited to hear the news. After all, you've all spent so much time looking for your cutie marks.”



My friends...








Sweetie's sleep had been dreamless, her mind too exhausted to conjure up any sort of nightmare scenarios or wild fantasies, but the coming of morning had brought fears of it's own.



Once it became clear that her cutie mark appearing had not been a dream, that left one major fear; her friends. And, while Rarity negotiated their train tickets for the return home, she had plenty of time to think about them.



She had met Apple Bloom and Scootaloo because of their shared lack of cutie marks, and they had bonded because of it. Always trying tons of random, silly, or (usually at Scootaloo's suggestion) dangerous things to try and get their marks in anything. They had spent years of their lives on it at this point, even gotten new members if Babs Seed was to be believed. She had nearly ten fillies and colts in Manehatten who had joined, and even in Ponyville, the three of them had talked with a few of the other blank flanks about joining.



They'd even asked Twilight if she could make it something official with some kind of 'royal order' or something. And she hadn't said 'no' either! The Cutie Mark Crusaders had practically been her life for so long, it was weird to imagine not being one anymore.



But now... she had her cutie mark.



She looked back at her flank, staring at the mark on it. She'd lost count of how many times she'd done this trying to make something appear, but now she found herself almost wishing she could make it disappear, just so she wouldn't have to say goodbye to her friends.



“Is something wrong?”



She almost jumped out of her skin as somepony spoke to her; she had been so engrossed in her displeasure, she hadn't noticed anypony around her. As it was, though, she merely ended up on the station floor in an undignified pile of filly.



Once she managed to disentangle her body from itself, Sweetie got a good look at who was addressing her, then found herself wishing she'd stayed in the pile.



Octavia Melody herself was standing there, right in front of her! A pony that her sister had gushed endlessly about, almost to the level of Hoity Toity or Photo Finish, was actually talking to her! And, strangely, she didn't seem to be glaring down at her like she had expected somepony from Canterlot to do. Celestia knew her sister had horror stories of all the upper class ponies that looked down on her for being from a town like Ponyville, after all.



“Are you alright?” There was a slight accent to Octavia's voice, it almost reminded Sweetie of Pipsqueak's Trotingham accent, but she didn't think it was the same. “Miss?”



Sweetie snapped out of her starstruck stupor as she was addressed. “Oh, um, yes, I'm okay. Thank you, Miss Melody.”



Octavia chuckled. “Please, my name is Octavia. I get enough of that 'Miss Melody' stuff from all the ponies I perform for.”



Sweetie blinked. “Um... okay, Miss Octavia.”



Now it was Octavia who blinked, slowly opening her mouth to say something in response.



“Might as well take it, Tavi.” Almost out of nowhere, Vinyl Scratch was suddenly there as well. “You know how fillies can be when they meet ponies as awesome as me, looks like it's the same with you.”



While Sweetie struggled to keep from staring at not one, but two music superstars, Vinyl proceeded to casually drape herself over Octavia's back. It was surreal; the two were literally the exact opposite ends of the musical spectrum, but here they were, together, and neither of them seeming to mind the other. Indeed, Octavia was smiling and chuckling at Vinyl.



“I suppose you're right, Vinyl.”



“Of course I'm right, I'm me.” Vinyl lowered her signature sunglasses, revealing a pair of red eyes as she looked at Sweetie. “You look familiar, kid. Have I seen you before?”



Sweetie gulped, looking around for her sister to maybe get some clues on how she was supposed to act. After all, these were two famous ponies, and there were suppose to be rules when it came to meeting with famous ponies. But they were acting so... normal, like they didn't have any special rules or instructions for it; it was honestly confusing for Sweetie.



“Hello, anypony home in there?” Vinyl waved a hoof in front of Sweetie Belle's face.



She shook herself to wake up again. “Um, I saw you both last night, wh-when I sang.”



“Ha!” Vinyl pointed his hoof at her. “I knew I remembered you from somewhere. You're that filly who rocked the house, awesome job!”



Sweetie blushed a bit, looking away and rubbing the ground with her hoof. “Th-thanks.”



“Hey, don't be so shy about something like that; with a cutie mark like that, you're going to go far, kid.”



Sweetie's mood fell as her cutie mark was mentioned. “...yeah.”



Octavia tilted her head. “I saw you looking at your cutie mark earlier, is it a sensitive subject for you?”



Sweetie, slowly becoming less nervous as the conversation went on, shook her head. “No, it's just... I just got it last night.”



“Awesome!” Vinyl thrust one of her hooves into the air. “You're gonna have a kick-flank party, right?”



“I guess so, yeah...”



Octavia glanced back at Vinyl, frowning slightly, then turned back to Sweetie. “Forgive me for asking, but... is there something... wrong with your cutie mark?”



Sweetie bit her lip and fidgeted. “Not... wrong, really... it's just... well, none of my friends have their cutie marks yet...”



Octavia smiled knowingly. “And you're afraid of what's going to happen when they see yours.”



“Yeah! How'd you know?”



She chuckled. “I have a bit of experience in this area, my dear.



“You see, I was one of the first fillies in my little group to receive my cutie mark as well. Back when I was attending the Canterlot School of the Arts. I'd always had a passion for music, but it wasn't until I first picked up a stringed instrument that I truly understood what music was.” Octavia turned as Vinyl hopped off her back, displaying the purple treble clef on her gray flank. “Music is the rhythm that life moves to given form and sound; I can feel this rhythm and express it when I play my instruments, especially my cello.



“However, once I realized I had this talent, I became... a little... um, shall we say...”



“She got an ego the size of the moon.” Vinyl smirked right through Octavia's glare. “You know it's true, Octy.”



Octavia's face scrunched up in frustration, but she didn't deny Vinyl's claims. “Anyway...



“While I was... acting like I was, I began to distance myself from my other friends, even teased them along with some of the other arrogant colts and fillies that I considered my new friends. After all, I had a cutie mark and they didn't, so it stood to reason that I was somehow better than them for it. A belief that my new 'friends' had no trouble reinforcing every chance they got.”



“So... you were a bully?”



Octavia flinched at Sweetie's words, but nodded. “Yes, I was a bully. A fairly unpleasant one at that; so self-obsessed, so sure of my own greatness, that I thought any challenge was a mere triviality. So, when one of them asked for me to play at her birthday party, I accepted without a thought.”



Sweetie tilted her head, not sure where this was going. “So... did something happen then?”



Octavia gave a humorless smile. “Indeed, something did happen.” She shook her head with a chuckle, apparently remembering it. “Put simply, I choked. I stood in front of a large group of ponies, my first real time outside of a school stage, and I just... couldn't play. And, when I tried to force it, well... the less said about that the better, if you don't mind.



“After that, well, she told me that our friendship was over and the rest of our little 'clique' followed her lead, tossing me out. And, with as horrible as I had been to the other ponies I'd known when this start, all of them turned their backs on me when I came crawling back, begging forgiveness.



“All of them, that is, except one. She still hadn't gotten her cutie mark herself, but she actually listened to me when I said I was sorry. She was the only one that forgave me for all the horrible things I'd said about her. She was the only one I could honestly call my friend back then.”



“What about when she finally got her own cutie mark?”



Octavia chuckled. “Oh, she had her own gift for hearing the same rhythm and expressing it; she just expressed it a different way.” She turned to look back. “Isn't that right, Vinyl?”



The DJ shrugged with a smirk. “What can I say? I love me some bass beats.”



Sweetie blinked, looking back and forth between the two. “Wait, that friend... that was her?”



“Of course it was,” Octavia said with a smile. “And we've been inseparable ever since then.



“The point is, dear filly, your cutie mark is a wonderful thing, but you should never let it separate you from your friends, or worry that your friends won't want to be your friends anymore because of it. If they do, then they weren't really your friends to begin with. And, if you're this concerned about losing them, I'd say they're the kind to stay, just like she was.”



Sweetie looked at the two of them for a moment, thinking on what she'd been told.



“Sweetie Belle!” Rarity called. “Our train is leaving any moment now!”



“Eep!” Sweetie jumped to her hooves. “Sorry, I have to go!” She galloped off toward her sister in a rush, not wanting to miss their ride home.



Octavia and Vinyl watched her go, both smiling as she did.



“She's gonna be Equestria's next big thing, Tavi. You and I both know it.”



“She's got a way to go yet, Vinyl. Let's not get ahead of ourselves just yet.” She chuckled though. “But I won't deny she has the potential.



“I'm expecting great things from the little filly.”
      

      
   
      Manehattan is a Mare


      

      
      
         “And here we go,” said the unicorn, “one cup of tea for my favorite customer, just the way she likes it.”



Prim Hemline’s gaze did not lift from the wide array of writings splayed out in front of her.



“I wouldn’t be surprised to hear I was your only customer, Mr. Spoon.” Her hoof swiped away a group of papers to reveal a patch of table in front of her. “Set it here if you please.” 



The big brown stallion smiled easily and levitated a saucer and steaming cup into place as he moved to sit across the table from Prim. His cream aura picked up a clear canister and shook the contents.



“Sugar?”



“No thank you.”



“Milk?”



“No. Thank you.”



“How about a cheese Danish? Cherry pie? Fried bananas? Chimichangas?”



Prim’s brow twitched and her eyes finally rose above her reading spectacles to regard the stallion.



“Don’t you have a job to be doing, Mister Spoon?”



“Eh,” the stallion grunted, leaning back against the window, “I’m uh, attending to the needs of my customer, y’know?”



“And I can assure those needs have been met. Satisfactorily.”



“Well…looks like you could use the company.”



Prim folded her hooves and leaned over the table, smiling sweetly.



“And it looks like you’re searching for any excuse not to clean this pigsty of an establishment.”



The stallion snorted lightly. “Guilty.” His hoof reached behind him to tap the window. “But nobody’ll be coming in today with this weather we got here, ‘sides the regulars, so why bother, y’know?”



Outside, the rain slammed down hard against the glass, dowsing Manehattan’s buildings and streets into a tableau of muddy brown and gray. Even looking out into the middle of the normally bustling metropolis, not a pony could be seen braving the awful weather.

Prim sighed, lifting her cup to sip the first of her tea. Perfect, as expected.



“I wouldn’t speak so soon.”



As she spoke, the bell above the front door jangled, but its ringing was quickly drowned out by the roar of wind and rain entering from outside. A pony stood at the entrance, large black bags draping heavily over her back and struggling to pull her drenched mane out of her eyes.



Spoon was already up and trotting over in a flash, smiling all the way.



“Hey, I’m Greasy Spoon, and welcome to my place. Anything I can get?”



The mare wiped away her waterlogged bangs out of her bright, cyan eyes.



“Um, yes, table for one please?”



“Oh, I’m sorry little miss,” Spoon’s posture immediately stiffened as his voice took on the tone of a Canterlotian noble, “I’m afraid we have a very long wait this afternoon. It might be a few hours until you can be seated.”



The mare peered throughout the diner, noting that it was completely empty, save a lone earth pony mare reading and drinking tea in a booth by the windows. 



“Um, but…there’s a lot of empty tables here,” the mare mumbled, utterly befuddled.



Spoon couldn’t hold up the act and let out a dopey chuckle.



“It was a joke, sweetheart. Sit anywhere you like.”



“Don’t mind him, dear,” Prim intoned, not looking up from her papers, “he likes to think that he’s amusing.”



The stallion took on a faux expression of hurt and muttered, “I am funny though...”     



The mare nodded, and grabbed the bags off her back. She turned a questioning glance to Spoon.



“Put those up here if you want.”



“They’re a little wet.”



“I don’t really mind.”



With a loud Whump! the bags landed on the counter, water beginning to spill over the edges. Spoon was suddenly behind the counter with a towel floating in the air as he tossed an extra to the mare, who squeaked quietly before she caught it with both hooves.



“That one’s for you, dry yourself up a bit before you catch a cold.”



The mare hummed gratefully as she ran the warm towel through her light cyan mane.



“Now then,” Spoon said as he wiped the countertop clean, “What’ll you be having today?”



“Um,” the mare reached a hoof between two of the bags to pull out a small, damp purse, “what can I order for…” A meager number of coins spilled out onto the counter.  “Three bits!?”



The stallion was taken aback as his customer launched herself into a near breakdown.



“Oh no, how did I spend so much of my money today? Do I even have enough to get home? I knew I shouldn’t have taken those carriages; I should’ve saved my money! How can I-wait, maybe I can walk, but, oh my goodness, how far away is that!? Where in Celestia’s name-“



“Hang on there, calm down!” Spoon interjected his voice into the panicking mare’s derailing speech. 



The mare seemed to realize how loudly she had been shouting as her pale coat shifted to a more scarlet hue. Her front hooves fidgeted on the stool below her.



Seeing that his customer seemed to be calming herself, Spoon began to speak low and quiet.



“It’s alright, the first meal is on me, it’s my policy here,” his hoof gestured up to the wall behind him, “See?”



A bronze plaque sat up on the wall, proclaiming, “The Greasy Spoon, Where Our Customer’s First Meal is On Us!” in shiny black letters.



The mare seemed to sink down below the counter in embarrassment.



“Not really my most financially sound policy…”said Spoon, tapping a hoof to his chin before smiling widely, “but I love repeat customers, y’know? And once you get a taste of our cookin’, you’ll be back tomorrow morning for breakfast!” The stallion leaned over the counter, waggling his eyebrows. “Sooo…”



The mare seemed to collect enough of herself to sit straight up on the stool.



“Do you have any pancakes?”



“Pfha!” The stallion guffawed as the mare flinched back. “’Do we have any-‘ of course we have pancakes! The best ones in town, I might add! Just you wait till you get a taste of these!”



Spoon called out over his withers to shout through the large ordering window into the dark kitchen behind. “Shorty! I need some pancakes out here!”



The kitchen remained silent.



“Short Stack! I got a customer here who needs an order of your famous pancakes!”



“Tell him to go buck himself!”



Spoon turned around and leaned his head through the window.



“Short Stack! I got a young mare here that needs an order of your famous pancakes!”



Spoon stepped back as the kitchen lights suddenly blazed on and a cacophony of metal and swearing reverberated through the walls. A large head suddenly popped up from behind the window.



“Sorry miss, don’t mean to offend you none,” the old stallion spoke gruffly. “Gimme a few minutes and I’ll have some of the finest pancakes you ever ate sitting right there in front of you.”



The mare nodded meekly as the head disappeared behind the window as quick as it came.



“Don’t mind him,” said Spoon, gesturing to the window, “he’s a bit of a grumpy foal when the weather’s bad.”



“…that’s okay, it is pretty bad weather out there.”



“Yep.”



Outside, the wind and rain were clearly not letting up in the slightest, as the storm howled its way through the streets.



“So,” said Spoon, “I always like to know a bit about who my customers are, so let me re-introduce myself.” A foreleg extended over the table. “Greasy Spoon.”



“Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t mention my name earlier!” She smiled for the first time since she entered the diner, reaching out a foreleg to gently bump Spoon’s. “I’m Coco.”



“Nice to meet you Coco!” Spoon grinned an impossibly honest grin. “And that’s okay. So, what brings you here today?”



“Well, actually, I just moved to Manehattan today. From Pleasant Pastures.”



“Really? This is your very first day? How’re you liking our little town so far? Er,” Spoon glanced out the windows, “what you can see of 

it, at least.”



Coco seemed to finally be relaxing on her stool.



“Um…it’s nice I think. I’ve been a little busy moving in to my new apartment. And I had an interview today,” she nodded her head to the bags still sitting on the counter beside her, “so I haven’t done much yet.”  



“Oh, is that what these are for?” Spoon eyed the damp and lumpy bags. He began to absent-mindedly polish the countertop. “What kind of job are you going for?”



“A fashion designer!” Coco shouted, smiling, her eyes seeming to shine with a passion. “I’ve always loved clothes, and once I got my cutie mark,” she glanced back to the feathered hat adorning her rear, “I knew exactly what I would be. So I decided to come here after I graduated school, to Manehattan, the fashion capital of the world, and become a respected designer!” She started to sag a little in her stool. 



“But, my interview today didn’t go so well.” She sagged a little further. “Actually, it wasn’t good at all. I’m a little worried now.”



“Ahh,” Spoon sighed, “’Manehattan is a mare’, indeed.”



“Um, what?



“Oh, you don’t know that saying, ‘Manehattan is a mare, she’ll make you cry?’ No?”



Coco shook her head.



“Well…uh, pretty much means that the city is gonna be tough on anypony who starts out here. But, y’know, you just gotta stick through with it!”



Coco was staring intently at the ground, her brow furrowed. Slowly, she lifted her head, a small smile playing on her lips.



“Yeah you’re right Mister Spoon! I just…I just have to keep staying positive! Yes! I can…I can do this. I just need to believe I can do it.”



“Well if that isn’t the silliest and most childish thing I’ve heard today.”



Coco nearly leapt into the air in fright. Behind her, wearing a deep scowl, was Prim Hemline.



“I’ve been listening to you two rambling on from my table.” She stamped her hoof into the tile. “You do not become a fashion designer through sheer optimism,” Prim nearly spat the last word, “you become a designer through your skills, experience, and just how well connected you are in the industry.” Her eyes narrowed at the young mare. “And I don’t believe you to be any of these things.”



Coco seemed to wither in her seat while Spoon took on an uncharacteristic frown.



“Prim! How could you say something like-“



“Wait, Prim…Hemline?” Coco seemed to perk up slightly. “You’re…you’re the famous fashion critic, right? Prim Hemline?”



Despite her scowl, one of her brows raised itself up.



“Well. At least you know who I am.”



“Y-yes, I’ve read a lot of your articles. Um, I really liked the one you wrote on understanding color stimuli in the fashion world and 

applying it to different colored fabrics to influence a ponies opinion on clothing.”



Prim’s other brow raised to meet its sibling.



For a second.



Her face resumed its narrowed and tight expression.



“Well then, let me see your designs.”



Coco gawped at the mare.



“Wait, you want me, er, um, right now…?” she trailed off meekly.



“Yes, right now. Do you think I have all day?” Prim retorted sharply as she hopped up onto the stool closest to the black bags. “These are your garment bags, yes? Open them.”



Coco seemingly snapped out of her stunned stupor as she rushed and fumbled to open the bags. Inside each were dresses swathed in gorgeous colors, a dress for each season, or any specific event one could use a dress for. It was a wide-ranged and well put together portfolio. Prim leaned over the counter, her critical eye judging the entire array within a minute, her hoof trailing along the seams of the outfits. She had only one word in mind as she leaned back in her stool.



“Unremarkable.”



Coco slumped again in her stool for what seemed like the millionth time. The corners of her eyes grew misty as she wondered if this was a beginning trend of negativity towards her designs.



“Spoon, get me a quill and some paper.”



Greasy Spoon stood dumbly behind his counter. 



“Uh…”



“Quill and paper now, please!”



Spoon bolted quickly into the kitchen.



Coco turned to Prim, her lips quivering.



“W-w-what?”



Prim turned her head to the young mare. 



“Your designs are unremarkable dear,” her hoof gestured over the table, “but your hoof skills are marvelous, and especially so for an earth pony, who would have much less control than a unicorn. Your stitchings are near perfect.”



Spoon trotted back into the room, a quill and paper levitating in front of him and onto the table.



“From what I see here, I would suggest that you start looking for an assistant’s position, or become a seamstress. That is where your current strengths lie, and that is where you will want to start if you are to become a part of the fashion industry.”



As Prim gripped the quill in her mouth and began to write, Coco could only stare at the mare. ‘Is this really happening?’ She thought to herself.



Prim placed the quill down and slid the paper over to Coco. In neat and organized mouth-writing, a list of names stood out on the paper.



“That is a group of ponies who know me. They will be your best bet for employment in this city, if you tell them I have recommended you to them.”



Prim hopped off her stool and began to trot away from the counter to the door. The rain had stopped. Short Stack emerged from the kitchen and placed a steaming plate of pancakes in front of Coco. She didn’t notice.



“I believe you’ll be a good fashion designer, someday. I have great expectations for you. I’ll see you again.” She nodded to Spoon, who was grinning hugely. “Your pay is on the table, Spoon.” 
      

      
   
      To Spread Joy


      

      
      
         	Lining the walls of Minty’s living room were balloons; their colors consisted of red, blue, yellow, and green. Hanging from the ceiling were streamers, decorated by pink and blue stripes. And the true centerpiece was the banner, which read: “HAPPY CUTE-CIÑERA MINTY”. 



	Minty and the fillies ran around the room playing games of all types. Occasionally, however, Pinkie—the one that organized the party— would join in on their fun. Despite the age difference, the fillies embraced her shining glow as she participated. The food, especially the cake, was delicious. And the music was perfect to sing along to.



	The general consensus of the event was “perfect”; not a single thing was wrong or boring for anypony there. Even as most of the guests were leaving, Pinkie insured that she said goodbye to each and every individual. The smile painted on her face radiated over to theirs, allowing them to exit with warm feelings.



	By the time the crowd had cleared out, Minty, her parents, and Pinkie were the only ones left.



	“Thank you, Pinkie Pie,” Minty’s mom said.



	“This was the best cute-ciñera ever!” Minty cried.

	

	The filly’s squeal stretched Pinkie’s grin even further, overwhelming her with a sense of satisfaction and fulfillment.

	

	“You have to plan her birthday party,” her father jumped in.



	“Yes!” the party planner exclaimed as she bounced in the air. At the same time, she calculated the date. “June 6. That’s not for a while but if that’s what she wants.”



	“I’m glad to hear that. Well, have a nice night.”



	“Thanks! And you too!” Pinkie cheered as she waved her foreleg back and forth.



	“Bye Pinkie!” Minty said.



	“Bye Minty!”



	Pinkie trotted out the door and skipped down the streets of Ponyville. A small sliver of Celestia’s sun remained glimmering in the twilight sky. She gazed upward and saw several faintly visible stars that would soon be bright as day. The roads were mostly empty, with the exception of several ponies racing their way home.



	Minty’s house was pretty close to Sugarcube Corner and before she knew it, Pinkie flew through its door to see the Cakes.



	“Hi!”



	Mrs. Cake turned to see her smiling employee and neighbor. Automatically, the older mare’s own lips curled into a grin. 



	“Well good evening, Pinkie. How was the cute-ciñera?”



	“It was great! Everyone loved it!”



	“That’s good,” Mrs. Cake responded as she wiped off the front counter.



	The pink party planner opened her mouth and yawned. Her face stretched in order to suck in the air.



	“Wow,” she said, her voice affected by the yawn, “I’m pretty tired.”

	

	“In that case, good night,” Mrs. Cake said.



	Pinkie bounced over to her counter and leaned her body against its surface. Using both of her forelegs, she wrapped her employer in a hug.



	“You too, Mrs. Cake.”



	The two ponies separated and briefly stared into each other’s eyes. Pinkie gave her one last smile before turning to head up the stairs. She trotted up each wooden step as she recalled the smiles she brought to Minty and the fillies at the cute-ciñera.



	“They were all so happy,” Pinkie thought.



	Upon reaching her room, she jumped straight into her bed and beneath the comfy blankets.



	“Sleepy time for me…”



	She closed her eyes and tried to imagine her dream land: her friends, upbeat music, delicious sweets, and color. But even though she could see it, she couldn’t get immersed in it— something that usually only happened if she were a little tired. The sights and sounds only felt like a daydream and not a dream dream.



	“Huh....I guess I’m not so tired after all…”



	As she rolled in her bed with her eyes closed, recollections of the cute ciñera played in her head. Minty was giggling while playing with her friends, smiled when she opened her presents, and was most certainly content eating the cake.



	“Yep...it was just about…



	Wait a minute…… the streamers! The first stripe of streamers on the far left were supposed to be blue, not pink!”



	She remembered receiving suggestions from Minty and her parents when she was planning it. All of a sudden, she saw the pen strokes read “blue and pink streamers”.



	“Oh my gosh! It wasn’t what she wanted! It wasn’t perfect!



	Maybe...she didn’t notice…



	Who am I kidding, she did notice. She was probably a little disappointed to see that. No, not a little. She was furious! But she kept it to herself because she pities me. Just like everypony else.



	Every detail was now under close inspection. Subtle gestures and expressions were forced into the spotlight under Pinkie’s eyes.



	“That one moment when Cranky Doodle’s smile faltered for a split second. He was annoyed by me.



        Maybe it was an accident.



        Again, I’m only lying to myself. He was clearly annoyed! I can’t blame him.



	The cake wasn’t pink and blue eith— blue and pink! What’s wrong with me?!”



	She tossed herself to the other making, emitting a large sound from the springs in the process.



 	“Did Pound and Pumpkin hear that?”



	Pinkie froze everything, including her mind. 	Her ears felt like they grew ten times their normal size to hear silence— silence that never amounted to sound. Finally, after hearing nothing for a while, she sighed.



	“Good....at least I have a little worth…”



	She tried once again to clear her mind of any crippling thoughts— to see pure darkness and hear pure silence.



	“One of the candles was probably half a degree away from ninety.



	Those drinks probably made Minty go to the bathroom one more time than necessary, meaning less fun.



	Sure she liked them. But why couldn’t I have made them like...no-bathroom drinks where you don’t have to go to the bathroom.



	I think that might be impossible.



	It doesn’t matter! I can be in two places in once for crying out loud!



	And I hope I left a good first impression on Wysteria. She probably wouldn’t want to live in the same town as a crazy pony.”



	Her eyes squeezed even tighter but such an action only prolonged her state of consciousness.



	“Best party planner in Ponyville? What kind of planner would make silly mistakes like that? At least they’re tolerant enough to feel sorry for me. I keep telling myself I’ll fix the issues with the last party but while I focus on the things I messed up on last time, I mess up in other things because I don’t think about them as much. Why do I always notice these things after the party? Oh right, because my brain is slower than a snail.



	But next time, I will be better. And that’s a Pinkie Promise. Cross my heart and hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye.



	For extra authenticity, she ran through the physical gestures while lying in her bed. And then, her mind was clear; she no longer felt she had to strain herself to fall asleep.



	“Hello, Dreamland…”



	She was back in Ponyville; the sun was shining high in the blue, cloudless sky, the streets were crowded with her friends, and her lips couldn’t help but smile. 



	“Good morning, Roseluck!” she cheered as she approached her market stand. “These flowers are just beautiful!”



	“Why thank you, Pinkie. Do you want one?”



	“Yes please,” she answered. She opened her blue saddlebag and produced several bits from one of the pockets. She tossed them onto the wooden surface, causing unsynchronized clattering as the coins struck it. Upon seeing them, the flower pony grabbed a marvelous daisy and handed it to her customer.



	“Have a nice day!” Roseluck said.



	“Thanks! And you too!”



	Feeling proud of herself, Pinkie trotted to the next stand and then the next one. She insured that every salespony and customer had a smile on their face. She stopped by every stand and expressed her enjoyment of the respective products. Even fierce competitors didn’t mind the fact that she loved every product just the same.



	The last stand in the market was controlled by Big Stick. His sharp, stern black mane, stone cold frown, and squinted eyes alerted her toward him.



	“Good morning, Big Stick! Say, you look a little upset. Is there an-”



	“Look kid, what do you want?”



	His eyes narrowed until his irises were nearly invisible, causing Pinkie to shudder.



	“Well, I can tell that you’re upset. And I want to make you smile so t-”



	“Please, just tell me what you want and get out of my face!”



	Becoming desperate, she jerked her head back to notice ponies at other stands. After confirming her assertion, she turned back.



	“But nopony else is in line. You can talk t-”



	“If you don’t want anything, then get out!”



	Big Stick’s eyes were now bulging and staring directly at her, his frown had deepened, and his brows were furrowed to the point that they looked like a single entity. 



	“Okay, then, I’ll have a one pound dumbbell.”



	Pinkie shakily placed a bit on the counter as Big Stick handed her the dumbbell.



	“Thank you,” she said shakily.



	Turning away from the stallion, she was face to face with Roseluck, whom was standing behind her while she was ordering.



	“What was the hold up?! Couldn’t you see he didn’t want to be talked to?!” the florist exclaimed.



	The confidence that Pinkie had built up from visiting the other stands had been smashed by a giant hammer, leaving it in ruins. 



	“B-But, I just wanted to make him happy…”



	“Well maybe he just wants to be left alone! Don’t you think that’ll make him happy? Or at least, happier than you screeching in his ear?”



	Pinkie was shocked to have this falling on her all at once. She scrambled to find a response but Roseluck had already stormed off.



	“Wait! Come back!”



	Pinkie sprinted toward her friend; her strides were much larger than Roseluck’s. Within seconds, she had crashed into the florist, tackling her to the ground. It was only afterward that Pinkie had noticed her faux pas.



	“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry! Are you okay?”



	At this point, the party planner was hyperventilating. Her eyes must have been playing tricks on her. There was no way this could have been happening.



	“Are you crazy?!” Roseluck screamed, “Get off me!”



	Pinkie fell backwards into the stones of the street, allowing the florist to rise to her hooves. Roseluck thrusted herself to see the pony on the ground. A burning intensity seared in her eyes.



	“Don’t touch me again, you animal!”



	And then she marched off again. Everypony was frozen with gazes directed at Pinkie, their looks conveying a feeling she was all too familiar with.



	“No, please everyone! Don’t be sad!” she pleaded as she jumped to her hooves, “I can make you laugh really hard!”



	Entirely without a plan, she moved her legs as if to dance. She did what she could but her balance felt shaky, every motion was deprived of grace. To add it, she threw in some forced, desperate giggles.



	“I-Isn’t this fun, guys? Just a funny pony t-that makes you w-want to laugh…”



	The stares never ceased. The smiles, the laughter, the optimism never arose. Sounds from the other ponies were never conceived. And what certainly never stopped was the pity.



	“N-now what are you doing? Come on e-everypony, smile, smile, s-smile. Fill my heart u-up with sun-sunshine sunshine…”



	Her own smile lost its shape despite her best efforts to hold it up. Tufts of her mane unfurled and dropped down her head. And from what she could tell, tears were breaking free from her clouded eyes.



	“I guess you can cry in your dreams…”



	Unable to look at their condescending faces any further, she squeezed her eyes shut. She winced from the burning sensation but she didn’t care anymore.



	“It’s not like they did so for me anyways.”



	Pinkie reopened her sore eyes to find herself in her own bed. Her face felt drenched and her mane felt deflated. She saw through her window some light, indicating that sunrise is approaching. Tired of being trapped in the hot, confining bed, she slugged herself onto her bedroom floor. Her weary legs somehow moved her toward her bureau. She looked up and saw what laid before her. 



	A mare whose mane was mostly straight, save for several bunches of curls. Her entire face was in fact soaked; this was evident by the individual pink strands that stuck to its surface. Her forehead was probably so due to sweat. Judging by her red, puffy eyes, her cheeks must have had streaks of tears. Aside from that, there was a weak, timid frown on the bottom, adding to the heartbreaking sight.



	“I’m a pretty big mess.”



	This was enough to evoke a small chuckle.



	“I guess I feel a little better…”



         She took a brief moment to see the small smile and the subtle glow that appeared on her face. There was a tiny relief from the giggle.



        “a little…”



	Pinkie turned to the other side of her room, where the door to the bathroom stood. She slowly walked her way over to it and gently turned its knob. Upon entering, she grabbed a towel before going into the shower. She took several minutes under the warm water washing her mane and body— particularly her face. The feeling of  the streams of water hitting her coat was relaxing, as if her problems were evaporating like steam.



	After she believed she was clean, she turned off the faucet. She dried herself off within the cubicle, allowing her to bask in the retained warmth. Her mane quickly poofed up after scrubbing it with the towel. She then stepped out of the shower, causing her to shiver from the sudden rush of cold. 



        Using the towel as a blanket, she made her way over to the steam-covered mirror. She brought one of her forelegs to the glass surface and wiped away the watery layer on top. She saw her now poofy mane and clean face. The red of her eyes were gone, allowing the blue to be highlighted. 



        “Yep. That’s the pony everyone wants me to be.”



         She perked a quick smile before leaving the room. She bounced her way down the stairs and to the kitchen of Sugarcube Corner, ready for the day’s work.



         “Good morning, Pinkie,” Mr. Cake said.



         “Good morning to you too,” the pink pony replied.



	Pinkie sat down at a chair and waited for the first order. She created small talk with Mr. Cake but what she really wanted at the moment was to start baking. Eventually, though, Mrs. Cake came through the door with a grin.



	“We’re gonna need a dozen peanut butter and chocolate cookies and a vanilla cake,” she cheered.



	“That’s wonderful!” Pinkie said as she went over to a cabinet and pulled out a bowl, “I’ll make the cookies!”



	“Okay, then,” Mr. Cake said, “Mrs. Cake and I will make the cake.



	“Great!”



	The three of them grabbed the appropriate supplies and got to work. Pinkie got a hold of eggs, flour, chocolate chips, and butter. Having made this recipe many times already, she automatically mixed in the eggs and flour to produce the cookie dough. It took a bit of effort to not lick any off the spoon. She then sprinkled the chocolate chips into the mixture and stirred some more. Afterward, she rolled up twelve tiny balls and placed them on the tray. Finally, she took the tray, and placed it in the oven. 



	Happy with her work, she bounced over to Mrs. Cake, who was getting ready to place the cake in another oven.



	“Are there any more orders?” Pinkie asked her.



	“Yes, next we need cupcakes.”



	“Right on it!”



	It took her no more than ten minutes to make the preparations for the order and place them in the oven as well. With the remaining ten minutes before the cookies were ready, she prepared another order of cupcakes. Throughout the whole process, Pinkie was pretty much her normal, happy self; the marks of last night had dissipated without a trace.



	Two oven alarms rang out simultaneously. Pinkie and Mrs. Cake went to their respective slots and pulled out their respective products. The cookies looked absolutely delicious: warm, fluffy surfaces, gooey chocolate chips, and a sweet aroma that tempted the little baker to “taste test”.



	“Oh my gosh! I forgot the peanut butter!”



	Her mood had crashed like a train; the smile was destroyed and her eyes lost their sparkle. 



	“Now the customer will hate me forever…all because I’m so stupid!”



	Seeing a counter right there, she placed the tray on it. Her head collapsed in her struggle to keep it upright; her mane sagged down with it.



	“Pinkie.”



	The voice alerted her like the oven alarms and her head shot back up. She jerked it to find Mrs. Cake standing beside her, concern in her eyes.



	“Are you alright?” the older mare asked. She saw Mr. Cake standing not too far behind her with a similar look.



	“Oh no! This is very bad!”



	“Yeah,” she replied, forcing up a smile, “I, uh, just forgot to put in the peanut butter to these cookies…”



	“Well that’s an easy fix,” Mr. Cake jumped in. He briefly glanced at his wife and nodded at her. He then went over and took the tray, “I’ll have these fixed in no time.”



	The stallion took the tray to the other side of the kitchen, away from the two mares. Mrs. Cake approached Pinkie slowly.



	“Pinkie,” she said, “please let me help you. Something is clearly wrong.”



	The young baker stared at her employer with a blank expression. Those older eyes pleaded with her, another look that she was familiar with.



	“There’s no use in hiding it now…”



	After a minute of silence, she finally sighed.



	“I’m worried that the customer will hate me for messing up their order…”



	Upon hearing this, Mrs. Cake placed a hoof on Pinkie’s shoulder and pointed toward her husband.



	“You don’t have to worry about that. Mr. Cake is putting the peanut butter on as we speak. There’s nothing to be worried about.”



	Pinkie looked back into those reassuring eyes and shuddered. She felt uncomfortable to be in such warmness.



	“W-Well I know…”



	She paused for a second, uncertain of how to voice her concerns. She tried to piece it together and scolded herself when she couldn’t. But Mrs. Cake was patient, having known the filly well enough.



	“It’s just that...you and Mr. Cake are so nice and good to me…”



	Pinkie stopped to take in a deep breath.



	“but sometimes I feel like...you look at me...like a fool...like a simpleton...a burden in your lives…”



	Her head started to feel heavier as she contemplated how Mrs. Cake would react. It took a big push for her to continue.



	“I try to tell myself it’s not true...but I just can’t help it sometimes…” she said, “I try to set expectations for myself...to be the happy, helpful pony that always makes others laugh...that makes every party exactly perfect...nothing is wrong in the slightest…”



	She then took in a lot of air.



	“And when I fail...I point out every little flaw...and I feel really bad because I was too dumb to see it. And that’s what just happened. I didn’t bake in the peanut butter...I didn’t give them exactly what they wanted…” 



	Mrs. Cake made sure to listen to every word of her friend’s confessions. She was deeply moved by her employee’s feelings.



	“And now Mr. Cake has to fix my mistake for me when, you know, he could be working on something else...And something tells me that you only keep me around because you pity me...I know it’s wrong for me to see the worst in you but sometimes I think I can be that great of a burden…”



	Pinkie’s eyes fell shut and she trembled ever so slightly. Her breathing was audible and deep, yet constrained and forced.



	“I’m sorry…” she said, “for messing up…”



	Almost immediately, Pinkie felt herself enveloped in a deep embrace. Her eyes flashed open to see Mrs. Cake’s forelegs wrapped around her.



	“Pinkie,” she said with her voice inches from her friend’s ear, “Mr. Cake and I care about you very much. We do not keep you here because we pity you.”



	“I know,” the pink pony whispered.



	Mr. Cake had finished lathering the cookies with peanut butter and had returned to the two mares.



	“You’re one of the sweetest, smartest ponies we have ever met,” he said, “We are very proud to have you as a part of our family.”



	That last line made her chuckle, although not as loud or strong as usual. For Mr. Cake, that was a good sign.



	“I’m not actually your daughter…” Pinkie said.



	“Maybe not genetically but sometimes water can be thicker than blood.”



	“Everypony makes mistakes,” Mrs. Cake said, “but that doesn’t make them stupid or a failure.”



	Pinkie gently hummed while wrapped around her second “mother”. Just being with her made her feel so much better.



	“You’re a very special pony, Pinkie. You do make everypony feel good on the inside.”



	Mrs. Cake held her for a while longer, making sure her sunshine was bright and happy again. It was that sunshine, though, that broke the hug. She saw her bright blue eyes sparkling and her smile as wide as a mile.



	“Thank you, Mrs. Cake,” she said with a gentle softness.



	Pinkie Pie’s glow radiated to the older mare, causing her to grin as well.



	“Anytime you need help, we’ll be here for you.”



	As the trio returned to work, the young baker took a moment to look at her flank, which bore three balloons; a sight that she had been proud of since she was a little filly. 



	“I am special. I am a great, smart, kind, and special pony that’s gonna make you smile.”
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash Always Dresses in Style


      

      
      
         Before the sun came up, Applejack was awake. She had gotten little sleep the night before. She couldn’t wait for the big day ahead. She wasted little time eating breakfast before barging into Apple Bloom’s bedroom to wake her. 



“Rise and shine, sugarcube!” She flicked on the lights, making Apple Bloom groan and pull the covers over her face. 



“Come on now, Apple Bloom! It’s a big day for us!” 



“Applejack… it’s still dark out,” Apple Bloom said, rolling over in her bed. 



“Exactly. It’s gonna be crazy. Ah bet ponies are already lining up,” Applejack mused trying to contain her excitement. 



“Ugh,” was her only response. 



Applejack rolled her eyes and left her sister’s room, promising to return in a few minutes. In the kitchen her brother was sitting at the table staring at a steaming cup of coffee. 



“Morning, brother!” Applejack said cheerfully, to which he nodded slightly. “It’s going to be one busy day! Everypony in town will be here.” 



“Eyup.” 



Applejack took a seat opposite her brother, only to jump to her hooves seconds later. “Ah should get the paper. Ah can’t wait to see it—Ah bet it makes the front page!” Without waiting for a reply from Mac, she bolted from the kitchen. 



“Good ol’ Ponyville Daily,” Applejack said to herself. As she trotted to the front gate, she took a quick glance at the barn. Silhouetted in the twilight were several crates overflowing with apples. 



Smiling to herself, she knew it was going to be the best sale Sweet Apple Acres has ever had this year, and perhaps ever. 



However, at the entrance to the farm, there wasn’t a single pony to be seen: just an empty dirt road and the rising sun over Ponyville. 



Applejack’s spirits faltered a little. “It’s still early, Ah suppose,” she told herself. After all it wasn’t cider season. “When they read the article in the paper…” Applejack trailed off when she spotted the rolled up newspaper on the ground. “Dang that Snips! Ah tell him again and again to put it in this here box.” 



Unable to wait and grinning from ear to ear, Applejack unrolled the newspaper. She stared at the picture on the front page for a whole minute, unable to process what she was looking at. Then, slowly, her smile faded. 



Not only was it not the article she had submitted, the picture just couldn’t possibly be real. There was no way Rainbow Dash would be wearing one of Rarity’s fancy frou-frou hats. But there was no mistaking her prismatic friend, or the frilly hat on her head. 



“What in tarnation…” Applejack said wondering if it was some kind of joke. 



Rainbow Dash’s New Style




Ponyville— Rainbow Dash has always been known as the “cool” pony. “I never had time for fashion or fancy things. I’m too busy being awesome for that lame girly stuff,” she told a reporter last year as an excuse for her wild wind-swept mane after becoming the newest addition to the Wonderbolts. 



However, on Tuesday afternoon, she was spotted leaving the Carousel Boutique wearing what can only be described as an extremely “girly” chapeau. The fashionista was unavailed to answer questions; however, a little unicorn, whom refused to give her name said, “It was really surprising when she asked my sister to make her one of those fancy hats—Rarity nearly fainted, but most things make her almost faint. Anyways, I think everypony will be shocked when they see her new style.” 



She was certainly correct. The reaction was nothing short of pandemonium. Masses of ponies gathered around the brash pegasus demanding photos, autographs, and some were just too shocked and simply gawked. “Rainbow Dash is awesome, and if she thinks fashion is cool, then I’m getting a hat just like hers,” an enthusiastic pegasus filly told us. 



As the shock wore off, many of us were stuck with the same questions. Why? Was it a publicity stunt?  Probably, but most don’t seem to care as they are loving the new and stylish Rainbow Dash. 



—Red Apple



Applejack sat the paper down in disbelief. “That made the front page! Where’s my article about Sweet Apple Acres’ amazing sale?” She frantically flipped through the paper, but found nothing. “Who is this Red Apple anyways?” 



“Applejack! Ah’m up now and ready to take on the customers!” Apple Bloom shouted, cantering up to Applejack. 



She eyed her younger sister suspiciously. “Are you Red Apple?” she asked abruptly, hoping to catch the filly off guard. She feared it was the return of the infamous Gabby Gums. 



“What? No, Ah’m Apple Bloom,” she said with a frown. “Are you feeling alright, sis?” 



“Ah ain’t sure, sugarcube.” Applejack passed the newspaper to Apple Bloom who read the offending article and smirked. 



“Oops, they pretty much said Sweetie’s name in here.” Applejack frowned. “Come on, sis, it’s kinda funny.” 



“Funny? They didn’t run my article! What kinda paper is this?” Applejack lowered her head and stalked off, cursing the newspaper as she went. 



The whole day passed in a blur, and Applejack found it hard to focus on the work she was doing that day. She convinced herself that her article was simply set aside for the breaking news, and they’d run her article the next day. There was no way another more important article would push hers out again. 








The next day started off much to same for Applejack. She was up before the sun, but this time she decided to wake up her sister after checking the paper. Yesterday came as a surprise to her, but there was no way they weren’t going to print that article now; it was big news after all. 



She trotted to the front gate again and grabbed the paper. Her heart raced as she unrolled it. On the front page was something so shocking that she forgot what she was looking for. Then reality sunk in as there was, yet again, another picture of Rainbow Dash. This time it looked like she added a frilly dress to go with her hat. 



Applejack groaned in frustration as she fought the temptation to read the article. She skimmed through the rest of the paper, but didn’t see her story. She flipped back to the front page and read. 



Rainbow Dash Always Dresses in Style




Ponyville— If Tuesday’s news was exciting, just wait until you get a load of this! Rainbow Dash was spotted on Tuesday wearing a very fashionable chapeau that took Ponyville by surprise. Well, yesterday she seems to have found a nice dress to go with “dat hat!” All of Ponyville rallied in the town center as Dash strutted in her new lacy dress. She even walked down a makeshift catwalk. “My sister thinks this is all a joke,” the same young unicorn told us after the fashionista refused to answer our questions. But there’s one thing the town is now sure of: Rainbow Dash always dresses in style now. “I’m so awesome, it doesn’t matter what I wear!” she shouted to a cheering crowd.



While most ponies were really impressed with the new and “fashion secure” Dash, some of her most loyal fans are left in dismay and doubt. “I don’t know anymore… the hat was cool, but I-I can’t deal with this,” A pegasus filly tolds us as she herself sat in a frilly dress of similar design. “Why? Why?” she asked us again and again then rushed off on her scooter. “I can’t be seen wearing this!” 



Her recent antics have also caught the attention of the Wonderbolts. “She’s just going through a phase. We’ve all gone through—um, ‘phases.’ We in no way regret having her as part of the team,” Spitfire, captain of the Wonderbolts, said and refused to answer any other questions. 



The ruckus caused over the “hat incident” (as we’re calling it), has doubled by the addition of the dress. Ponies from out of town are showing up, hoping to catch a glance of Rainbow Dash as they’ve never seen her before. Everypony is excitedly awaiting her next big move.  



—Red Apple



Applejack tossed the paper aside, stomping angrily. “Why in tarnation is Rainbow wearing a dress more important than the biggest sale Sweet Apple Acres has ever had? Where is that Rainbow Dash?” Applejack shouted, stomping on the newspaper. She didn’t notice her sister come up behind her. 



“Whatsamatter, sis? asked a groggy Apple Bloom. 



“Apple Bloom!” Applejack stopped her tantrum and sat on her haunches, blushing awkwardly. “Ya startled me, s’all,” she said quickly. “It’s that darn Red Apple! He keeps stealing my spot in the paper!” 



“Ah...um,” Apple Bloom laughed nervously, “Ah think it’s the Ponyville Daily that’s ignoring your article. Red Apple, she—she’s only a writer—” Apple Bloom gulped, but thankfully Applejack wasn’t really listening. 



“Am going to find that Rainbow Dash and ask her just what in tarnation she thinks she’s doing!” Applejack stormed off. 



“Wait!” Apple Bloom tore after her. “What if we go to the Ponyville Daily. Ah’m sure we can work this out. They’re, um, reasonable ponies.” 



“Not now, Apple Bloom. Ah got a bone to pick with Rainbow!” Applejack charged off, leaving Apple Bloom in the dust. 



Applejack figured Rainbow Dash would turn up at the Boutique, so she figured it was best to intercept her there. 



She sat in front of the shop waiting. There was a light on inside, and although it was still really early, she feared the worst. 



The sun had long since come up, and the morning in Ponyville started out as any normal morning would. Still, Applejack sat watching the front door of the Boutique. Eventually the front door opened, and just when Applejack thought she could no longer be surprised, she was quickly proven wrong. 



Rainbow Dash strutted out of the Boutique wearing her hat, dress, and now it seemed like really fancy shoes and makeup. Applejack closed her mouth, remembering she was mad at her friend and marched up to her. 



“Hey, AJ. Wh-what’s up?” Rainbow Dash asked smiling sheepishly. 



“Just what the hay do you think you’re doing, Rainbow?” Applejack demanded. 



“I’m just… you know… trying something new.” Rainbow Dash blushed looking away. “Oh look at the time! I’d like to stay and chat, but… I gotta make some appearances,” Dash said as a small crowd began to gather around the Boutique. 



“No Ah don’t know!” Applejack replied. She grabbed onto Rainbow’s tail as she tried to take flight. 



“Hey, let me go! AJ? What the hay?” 



“Not until ya ‘splain what you’re doing!” Applejack said, still holding her tail in her mouth. 



“Fine! Just let go of my tail.” Rainbow landed. “Why are you acting this way, AJ?” 



“Why am Ah? Me? What about you, Rainbow? What is.. all of this?” Applejack shouted in outrage while waving her hoof around. 



“It’s just a publicity stunt, sheesh,” Rainbow said. “Look, it’s kinda hard to explain. Have you ever expected something to be so awesome, but came to find out it wasn’t?” 



Applejack deadpanned. “No. Ah have no idea what that is like,” Applejack spat. 



“Look, AJ, I don’t know why you’re mad at me, but I’m sorry.” 



Applejack sighed. She couldn’t stay mad at Rainbow Dash; it wasn’t fair, she didn’t know that she was messing up business on the farm. “Ah’m sorry, Rainbow. Ah don’t mean to yell at you. Ah was just really hoping for something—maybe Ah just had high hopes—” 



“Hey, AJ, look, it’s alright.” Rainbow Dash sat closer to Applejack. “Let me explain… when I finally got into the Wonderbolts, it was the best thing ever! I mean it was big news right?” 



“Er, yeah, Ah remember.” 



“Then… I don’t know, ponies no longer wanted my autograph. Then it seemed like no pony even paid any attention to me—to me! I’m the Rainbow Dash and a Wonderbolt. I think they just grew bored of me…” she took a breath and shook her head. “I just wanted to be in the spotlight again. Rarity suggested I do something drastic, and so I did. I guess, I got a little carried away.” Rainbow gave Applejack a sheepish look. 



“Ya know… Ah think Ah can understand. The past two days Ah’ve been trying to sell a large surplus of Apples real cheap. For business n’all. Except not really. Ah thought Sweet Apple Acres was, you know, really popular and everypony would go bananers for a big sale. Maybe the paper is right in ignoring my article. A big sale on apples ain’t all that exciting.”  



“This whole thing kind of blew up, honestly. I didn’t know I was going to make the front page, twice. I-I can’t even believe I’m wearing this.” 



“Please take that stuff off. Ya look like a wannabe Rarity! We all know Ponyville is a one Rarity town. Ah want the old Rainbow back. Ah want my friend back.” 



Rainbow smiled and hugged Applejack tightly. “Thanks, pal. If you hadn’t said something, who knows what Rarity would’ve made me wear tomorrow.” She shuddered at the thought as Applejack returned the embrace. “And everypony would go crazy for something like that. Don’t sell yourself short. I’m sure this whole thing will blow over, and they will find your article interesting.” 



As Applejack held her friend, the current setting returned to her: she was hugging her attention-starved friend wearing a frou-frou outfit while a growing crowd gathered around and awed. However, it was too late. She couldn’t break the embrace quick enough as she was temporarily blinded by the flash of a camera. 








Before the sunrise Applejack found herself retrieving the morning paper, although she really dreaded what she might find. She halted at the front gate, staring in disbelief. Before here was an enormous line of ponies waiting to get in. 



“They ran the story! Yeehaw!” she cheered as relief washed over her. 



“When are you going to open, lover girl?” someone from the crowd taunted which was followed with a roar of laughter. 



Applejack cocked her head at the jeering crowd. “Lover girl,” she muttered to herself. The feeling of dread returned as she picked up the newspaper and unrolled it. She gasped at the picture of her embracing Rainbow Dash and the title. 



Rainbow Dash’s Heartache




Ponyville— To many of us, Rainbow Dash has been an inspiration. She is talented, loyal, and just, well, really cool. The past two days we’ve seen her rapid change of appearance to very stylish outfits. I’m talking about outfits that rival Pony Vuitton in extravagance. And, wow, was it a crazy two days. Ponville really got swept away in it all, despite many thinking it was a publicity stunt. Now, however, it has become clear, just what our prismatic Wonderbolt was up to. It was all an attempt to catch the attention of the mare she had been secretly crushing on. And wow, what a tactic! All that style for Ponyville’s voted “least stylish pony,”  because opposites attract? 



After a heartfelt exchange of words, the two shared a tender moment embracing one another. Right in front of the Carousel Boutique! It seems Ponyville’s “too cool for romance” Rainbow Dash has found love at last. “That’s so cute!” cooed the young unicorn residence of the Carousel Boutique. “Romance, fewey, if she makes it awesome, then I guess I can try it too,” a young pegasus told us at the seen. 



Many ponies have mixed feelings about this recent development. Some were outraged, but they were usually the ones with unrealistic hopes of having a relationship with Rainbow Dash themselves. And others are simply happy she’s found someone to be in her life. Others are confused on how fancy clothes were used to woo Applejack—they are happy for them nonetheless, though. 



Since this is my third article, and I haven’t gotten a paparazzi cutie mark, I will be retiring from the Ponyville Daily.



—Red Apple



“Apple Bloom!” Applejack shouted. She was about to storm into the house and yell at her sister when she stopped. Ponies were lined up in front of her farm. Whatever they were really there for didn’t matter if she could interest them in buying some apples. 



“Alright y’all. We are just gettin’ setup, then we’ll be open for business,” she told the crowd as she saw her other siblings coming up to her. She saw a certain pegasus land behind them and she grinned, a plan forming in her mind. Rainbow Dash was back to her old self, all accesories removed. 



“Good turnout, sis. Ah’m glad they finally printed your article.” 



Applejack ignored her sister and waited for Rainbow Dash to get closer. When the pegasus opened her mouth to speak, Applejack grabbed her and planted her lips on Rainbow’s. In the distance there was an uproar of cheers and mares sighing “aww.” Meanwhile Apple Bloom and Mac stared as she ended her long passionate kiss with a wide-eyed Rainbow Dash. 



“What are you staring at? Don’t you have something to write about, Red Apple.” Apple Bloom gulped. “What?” She looked at the others that were still staring. “It was a business decision. If them stories about Rainbow’s love life got a mob of ponies out here, then Ah think we should keep the story going.” 



Rainbow Dash, returning to her senses, spoke up, “umm, AJ… Apple Bloom wasn’t lying. They did print your story. It’s on the second page.” 
      

      
   